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Abstract
This research attempted to extend the understanding of novice distance learners’ 
practices in managing their study at the Open University of Hong Kong. It also aimed 
to identify important factors that affected the novice students’ experiences. The three 
research questions asked were: why and how had they become involved in studying 
through an open entry course by distance education and what they had learned. It has 
been argued that a knowledge of students’ needs and practices can provide insights 
into distance education development.
Literature reviewed raised the issues of understanding Chinese dependent learners 
and how to support them to become independent learners in distance education. The 
literature reviewed first indicated that Chinese novice distance learners often do not 
receive any practical training for independent learning through the formal education 
system. Current literature identifies the need for educators to provide appropriate 
quality support for scaffolding to help their students.
A longitudinal qualitative case study approach was used to collect data. It has been 
argued that generalisations about findings could be made to similar educational 
contexts. Over two years, two in-depth interviews were conducted with eleven 
students, along with telephone follow-ups in between. Interviews with two staff 
members, tutorial observations and document analysis were also carried out. The 
findings provided insights to contribute a better understanding of novices, tutors and 
the University itself in distance education practice in Hong Kong.
The actions allowed the researcher to discover that there were mismatches within and 
between distance education receivers and providers which need much attention. 
Mismatches in the novice students’ understanding and practice in distance learning 
were significant factors that affected their learning experiences. Mismatches between 
the University’s understanding of its students, practices in providing support and 
tutors’ tutoring styles played a critical role in affecting students’ learning experiences.
Thinking from a constructivist perspective, it has been argued that both the students 
and University have to reflect critically and to take action to change. Students need to 
be helped to transit from a didactic conception of learning to be independent learners. 
The University needs to ponder how to achieve its mission of “Education for all” and 
its goals of developing students to become independent learners. Learning from the 
findings, the most important suggestion is to increase face-to-face contact between 
students and teaching staff. In addition, more research on understanding novice 
distance learners is needed for contributing to distance education theory and practice, 
particularly in developing countries.
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Chapter 1 
Introduction
Understanding the life of the novice distance learners in the Open University of Hong 
Kong was an amazing and a meaningful exercise. For some time I had felt amazement 
at having seen those students’ strong determination, courage and persistence in facing 
the demands of study, work and family and other social commitments. These were the 
feelings and thoughts that triggered the thoughts of this study. The study is 
meaningful because their experiences can give insights to other students and 
education providers.
This chapter gives a brief background of this study “Understanding and Practice of 
Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University of Hong Kong”, mainly 
focusing on the rationale related to my personal interest and the feeling of amazement 
mentioned above, and describing how it is hoped that the study outcomes will 
contribute to research and educational practice, in order to set the context of the study.
1.1 Definitions and spelling
Before presenting the rationale and the report, it is important to define the terms 
referred to in this study. “Students” and “learners” referred to individuals who 
received formal education, full-time or part-time, in face-to-face taught mode or in 
distance learning mode. These terms are interchangeable in this study. “Student- 
interviewees” refers to the students involved in this study. “Educators” were experts, 
policy makers, executive staff, teaching staff involving in education. “Tutors” were 
staff employed by distance education institutions to provide support to their students. 
“Tutees” were students or learners who attended tutorials or received support and 
guidance from their tutors in face-to-face tutorial sessions, telephone tutoring or 
online tutoring.
Spelling of words in this report follows the British English system mainly. When 
presenting quotations and/or jargons, the spelling of words will follow what the 
writers used in the literature that is referred to.
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1.2 The triggering point for this study
Between September 1997 and March 2000, I was involved in a research project 
“Evaluation of the Part-time Student Experience” (the Part-timer project), funded by 
the University Grants Committee of Hong Kong (UGC), the Hong Kong Polytechnic 
University and the Open University of Hong Kong (OUHK, the University). I was 
responsible for collecting and analysing data collected from the novice part-time 
students. The sharing of experiences from the first-year distance learners at the 
OUHK triggered my interest in understanding more deeply how they managed their 
study in an alternative way along with full-time employment. It was a totally new area 
of research and educational mode for me.
Apart from my personal interest, the ultimate goal of conducting this research about 
understanding novice distance students was to make a contribution to both providers 
and receivers in the area of distance adult education. It was hoped that the findings 
could give a clearer picture about this group of students to consumers of research.
1.3 The objectives and key research questions
There were three main objectives to achieve. The first was to gain a better 
understanding of experiences identified as important to novice part-time students. The 
second was to identify factors with an important bearing on learning outcomes and 
course completion. These would contribute some procedural knowledge for students 
and educators in the distance learning mode to make reference to. Third, it provided 
me with a guide to deepen and broaden my knowledge of distance education and my 
research experience.
Students were interviewed with the aim of collecting the main data to achieve the first 
two objectives. Some of them were visited to enable the collection of data for 
triangulation and to bridge some gaps which might not have been discovered through 
interviews only. Document analysis and interviews with a senior staff member and a 
tutor from the University about their views of their own students from the 
University’s perspective served as triangulation too.
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There were three main research questions addressed in this study. They were:
1. Why did these adult students choose to study in an open entry course by distance 
education?
2. How did these novice students manage their study?
3. What had they learned?
The first question aimed to discover why the students had become involved in
distance learning. The second question aimed to contribute a body of knowledge
about how the students managed their study procedures. This body, of knowledge 
could be provided to the OUHK as feedback for improvement. The third question 
aimed to find out how well the students coped with the procedures.
A wide range of areas of the novice students’ experiences was investigated to provide 
rich information for consumers of research. The data were collected to address the 
three research questions stated above. The sub-themes are listed in table as follows to 
answer the three research questions accordingly.
Table 1.1: The sub-themes of student-interviewees’ experiences to be investigated
with reference to the research questions.
Sub-themes to be investigated
Research 
Question 1
Research 
Question 2
Research 
Question 3
1. Why did they decide to study for their part- 
time course(s) at the university (OUHK)?
*
2. Did they feel prepared for the study? *
3. What were their expectations about the 
course(s)? Would it/they contribute to 
their career development?
* *
4. What problems or hurdles had they faced? *
5. How had they coped with these problems? * *
6. Had they had support from work, family 
and friends?
*
7. Overview of their initial experiences of 
learning.
*
3
Understanding and Practice o f Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f  Hong Kong
Introduction
A main objective of conducting this research is allowing research consumers to learn 
from the student-interviewees’ sharing of their study experiences. The first research 
consumer will be myself in the first place while analysing the data collected. Others 
include all readers who can access to this report, and the staff from the Open 
University of Hong Kong when this report is to be presented. The learning would 
provide these consumers a knowledge base to be reference for thinking and/or 
planning for improving the provision of distance education where applicable.
The following section provides a rationale explaining why it was considered 
important to address these questions.
1.4 Rationale
There were many reasons that contributed to the initiation of this research study, 
which fell into two aspects, teaching and learning theories and teaching and learning 
practice. The central aim of this research project was to investigate how a group of 
novice distance education students perceived their experiences in interacting with the 
distance education institution, their tutors and their peers. Any themes or topics that 
emerged might improve our understanding of the student-university, student-tutor and 
student-student relationships.
1.4.1 Contributing to a knowledge base for developing or evaluating theories and 
approaches
As recommended by Brockett and Hiemstra (1991), adult educators should Continue 
to develop theories, conduct research and bridge the gap between research and 
practice for the further development of self-direction in adult learning. There has been 
a need for more up-to-date research studies on part-time students per se but 
particularly in the distance education and open learning modes. A number of research 
studies have been conducted on the introduction of open learning and distance 
learning ideas, e.g. Kember (1995) and, Moore and Thompson (1990), and improving 
quality in distance education, e.g. Charles Sturt University (1991). Theoretical issues 
including the effects, running of courses, students’ learning progresses have been 
discussed widely. In the light of the research that has been carried out, studies aiming 
to gain more understanding of learners are crucial to the further and better continuous
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development of open and distance education. Courtney (1992, p 20) suggests that “the 
demand for a knowledge base is a demand for theory and research, ...[and] to 
contribute to the solidifying of that knowledge base by presenting to practitioners as 
well as researchers”.
1.4.2 Contributing a knowledge base for research consumers
This study was designed to contribute a knowledge base for all consumers of research 
who have interest, have been involved or will be involved in distance education. It 
will be helpful in enabling more understanding of distance learners. Consumers of 
research include educational researchers, educational policy makers, university or 
institution administrators, course designers, material producers and instructors 
(lecturers and tutors), and students themselves. These people were able to refer to the 
various aspects investigated. As universities and students always interact in person or 
through different means of communication in various degrees, one party inevitably 
affects the other. In the long term, both universities and students could benefit from 
hearing what the student-interviewees expressed. All these can contribute to a better 
distance education provision and to improve retention rates.
One of the products of research was information for adult education development. 
Evans (1995) promotes this idea in his paper The potential o f research with students 
to inform development (in Lockwood, 1995). As long as educators want to understand 
adult learners and the corresponding changes, it is clear that there is a need to 
contribute literature and research for reference.
This research project was intended to collect referable information for staff 
development for distance educators in the local context. Gaining views from learners 
is a practical way to identify if any improvements can be made. The idea was derived 
from the experience of Philips and Stevens (1996) who conducted a survey to collect 
student feedback aimed at staff development. Quality of conducting and attending 
tutorials, e.g. Chanock (1996) and Stevenson et al. (1997), effectiveness of tutoring 
and learning, and tutor-leamer relationship are some of the most important aspects of 
educational development. Any reflections, sharing and feedback related to these areas 
could give people who are involved in tutoring plenty of valuable information for
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refining support styles and capabilities, e.g. Stevenson et al. (1997). In addition, 
tutors’ effort can be recognised through positive comments from the students.
Cunningham (1987, p 41) states that “open learning won’t work unless learners learn 
how to learn”. On one hand, it is the university authority’s responsibility to help 
learners how to learn effectively. Rowntree says, “knowing more about our learners 
would help us remove barriers to their learning” (1992, p 41). More clearly, Morgan 
says,
Understanding learning from the learners’ perspective is the crucial 
starting point for our work as teachers, trainers, and course designers in 
improving student learning in distance and open learning.
Morgan, 1993, p 11.
On the other hand, educators are facing the dilemma of balancing “our value of the 
adult learners’ need for independence and freedom to choose against ... their 
probability for success given no intervention” (Brindley and Jean-Louis, 1990, p 68). 
Studies about students’ experiences should be conducted from time to time to allow 
more distance learners of different times and contexts to express views. When there 
are chances for learners to express and reflect their learning experiences, there will be 
opportunities for institutions to find the balance of support provided and to encourage 
distance learners to continue their studies more independently. Relevant information 
about students of different generations can help to plan education provision and 
allocation of resources with the change of time. In short, educators can learn 
continuously to become better education providers.
Sharing experiences from peer students can act as a psychological support in a way 
which allows distance learners to feel that they are not alone in the world. The 
findings can help potential students to make decisions as well. Hopefully, more 
understanding about the lives of distance learners might help people to make 
decisions more seriously before taking actions. Optimistically, with more 
psychological preparation, the percentage of students that continue or finish their 
study could be increased.
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1.4.3 Understanding Hong Kong distance learners
Looking into local distance learners’ learning experiences is an area rich in research 
potential. Distance learners’ voices have to be heard from time to time. There have 
been some studies about local distance learners. However, the information collected 
cannot match the rapidly increasing numbers of courses that have been provided and 
students who have been enrolled. With the founding of the Hong Kong Open 
Learning Institution (OLIHK, now OUHK) in 1989, many more students from 
different walks of life and educational backgrounds have been studying in a distance 
mode with open entry.
There have been some research studies done about overseas part-time learners, e.g. 
Evans (1994). The study gives useful insights to researchers and educators. Brindley 
and Jean-Louis remind educators that
we have learned that it is wrong to assume that [adults learners] have the 
information ... [and] skills or background knowledge they need to meet 
their educational goal.
Brindley and Jean-Louis, 1990, p 68.
There is a serious need for research to understand Hong Kong distance learners to 
enable higher education institutions to provide quality distance education. Hong Kong 
distance students’ experiences, learning styles and approaches are not necessarily the 
same as those overseas. Chinese Hong Kong distance learners have to face problems 
very different from those of overseas students, e.g. language barrier and the habit of 
receiving didactic teaching. These hinder the students’ development of becoming 
independent learners. If educators want to bridge the gap and answer questions about 
how to improve distance education, they first need to understand our Hong Kong 
Chinese learners. Therefore, local research should be conducted to understand local 
students.
Studies contributing to understanding distance learners through longitudinal case 
studies in Hong Kong have been rare. Kember et al. (2001) report a study of part-time 
students from six local universities, including those studying in taught mode or in 
distance education (the Part-timer project). Those interviewees were only contacted
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once. Some research studies have been conducted by OUHK staff, e.g. Chan (1994), 
Fan (1998), Fung and Carr (1998, 2000), Jegede et al. (1999), Murphy and Yum 
(1998), and Taplin (2000). Most studies were focused on a single or two aspects of 
their students’ experiences through quantitative research or based on a short period of 
time through qualitative methods. In fact, “[w]ith few exceptions though, qualitative 
studies have not been longitudinal” (McAlister, 1998, p 34). We might not have 
sufficient information to understand “how students change and develop over time” 
(McAlister, 1998, p 34). Since overseas experiences cannot be applied to the Hong 
Kong situation appropriately, local research studies are needed and this research will 
be one of the few longitudinal studies.
1.4.4 Importance o f initial experiences
Early learning experience is a critical indicator for students to consider if they will 
continue their study and can study effectively. There are studies on some first-year 
full-time university students, e.g. Mclnnis and James (1995) and, James and Mclnnis 
(1996). These studies stress the importance of knowing and helping students in their 
first year of university study. Equally, studies on novice distance learners should be 
taken into serious consideration. As far as the issue of retention is concerned, it seems 
that there are not enough studies to provide a solid knowledge base for educators and 
practitioners.
Both education providers and receivers have expectations to achieve teaching- 
learning effectiveness. Studies on learners’ early experiences can provide information 
to increase the degree of mutual understanding of both parties. Matching expectations 
from both sides might enable a relatively higher chance of gaining satisfying results in 
the provision and receiving of distance education. When they realise each other’s 
expectations, they might adjust themselves or make appropriate changes to achieve 
their common goals. If there are any mismatches or misunderstandings, remedial 
procedures can be taken to prevent further negative effects. Proactive and preventive 
measures can be introduced to help other groups of novices at the same time.
First-year distance education students may experience some more serious challenges 
than experienced students in terms of academic demands and emotional frustrations.
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This could lead to a negative influence on learning effectiveness. There have been 
studies reporting that the drop-out rate in the first year in higher education is higher 
than other years, e.g. Kember, 1995; Barefoot, 2004. Not only the students but also 
educators who want to provide quality learning programmes face the same problems. 
Students and education organisations have to share the responsibility to ease the 
psychological pain of triggering events as early as possible. Perhaps supporting 
measures can be suggested by both parties to decrease the resisting feelings to 
distance education. In fact, some academics, such as Roberts (1984) and Rumble 
(2000), are aware that support is most needed by learners in their first year’s study of 
a programme.
1.4.5 Planning language enhancement programmes
The language for communication and instruction could be one of the important factors 
for making decisions or gaining satisfactory learning effects. Cartwright and Noone 
(1996) address this issue in relation to dealing with academic writing in the first year 
of higher education. Distance students need relatively good language skills to 
communicate orally, to read course materials independently, to write assignments and 
sit examinations. They rely heavily on self-studying of pre-prepared course materials, 
and have to hand in assignments or present projects during the years of study as 
continual assessments. It is believed that quite a number of Hong Kong distance 
learners need chances to enhance their language skills to handle all of these tasks. 
Relevant courses should be developed and introduced to help students in these 
aspects. Self-access learning materials or language enhancing courses should be 
available at their convenience but not to add any burden to their study. Listening to 
the distance students is one of the best ways to gain a knowledge base for future 
planning of these programmes.
1.5 Students in this study
Typical OUHK undergraduate students have the following characteristics: having a 
full-time job, expecting oneself to gain a higher qualification to demonstrate 
capability in studying and at work, and being expected to be independent learners by 
the nature of the mode of distance education. However, they have typically received 
primary and second education that follows a heavily didactic approach, and are
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studying new subjects in English, their second or third language, which many are not 
good at. Hong Kong still has an elite higher education system. Most of the OUHK 
learners were denied entry to full-time degree programmes after taking the university 
entrance examination. Their academic achievements were considered as relatively 
lower when compared with those who gained a full-time place in one of the 
universities. In fact, plenty of distance learners took advantage of open entry because 
their academic ability did not place them in the top seventeen percent of their age 
group.
Knowing about the student-interviewees
Eleven student-interviewees involved in this study had enrolled in distance learning 
courses for the first time, leading to a qualification awarded by the OUHK. Four of 
them did not have any post-secondary education experience. Six of them had some 
tertiary education in full-time or part-time modes, leading to a certificate or a 
diploma. One student-interviewee started her distance learning as soon as she had 
finished her secondary schooling, two years before her involvement in this study.
Student-interviewees without post-secondaiy school education
A large proportion of Hong Kong distance learners were students who lacked the 
formal qualifications normally required for the entry to full-time undergraduate 
programmes offered by Hong Kong universities. Some of these had not taken the 
Hong Kong Advance Level Examination (A-level), the General Certificate of 
Secondary Education (GCSE) equivalent qualification. Others had taken the A-level 
or equivalent, but had not obtained sufficiently good grades for admission to a full­
time university programme. These students were almost entirely enrolled in the 
OUHK under its open entry policy. Student-interviewees Angela, Hugo, Ian and 
Wayne belonged to this group.
iStudent-intei'viewees who had previously taken post-secondaiy courses 
There were some students who had taken full-time or part-time courses taught face- 
to-face, offered by one of the Hong Kong higher education institutions or institutions 
commercially run by the private sector. They might be someone with a Hong Kong 
Certificate of Education Examination (HKCEE) qualification indicating a
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satisfactorily completion of secondary education, or with A-level results which did 
not enable them to enrol in a full-time university programme directly on completing 
secondary schooling. Instead they went on to do a programme at a higher education 
institution. After completing that programme, possibly with some time gaps, they 
enrolled in a programme at the OUHK to upgrade their qualifications. Alice, Bertha, 
Cathy, Dennis, Jason and Stella belonged to this group.
An experienced distance learner
In order to provide information for data triangulation, an experienced distance learner 
Esther who was in her third year of distance learning, was included. She gained an A- 
level qualification and registered at the University immediately because she wanted to 
gain a degree but was denied entry by other local universities.
1.6 Chapter organisation
This first chapter presented the rationale for the study. Chapter 2 presents a brief 
background about the provision of Hong Kong adult education in a distance learning 
mode. It also presents the establishment of the OUHK and the language policy in 
Hong Kong schools. The founding of the Open University, United Kingdom (OU UK) 
and a general picture of other open universities in the world are given briefly as 
reference. The information provided in this chapter allows readers to gain some 
knowledge of the context of this study. Chapter 3 shares the knowledge of the 
Chinese Hong Kong adult learners, and the findings of Hong Kong distance learners 
from some previous studies. It would be helpful to construct an idea of how the 
student-interviewees might perform in this study based on the outcomes of other 
studies. Chapter 4 gives details about how this study was conducted. Specifically it 
discusses the reasons for using a qualitative longitudinal case study and the 
limitations of the research design are discussed as well. Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8 report 
the findings on why the student-interviewees chose to study, how they have managed 
their study and performed, and what they have learned. Chapter 9 reports the 
educational philosophy of the OUHK and what support has been provided. This 
y  chapter contributes information to answer the second research question. Chapter 10 
reports on the research outcomes of the research questions. Based on what has been 
learned from the interactions between the student-interviewees, the University and the
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tutors, suggestions are made in the hope of helping both the University and the 
students to perform their roles better. An overview of this study, including the issues 
of the importance of conducting research and putting the suggestions into practice are 
discussed in Chapter 11. The overview reflects what I have learned from this study. In 
Chapter 12, based on the suggestions to the University and its current development, a 
discussion of the issues of using information technology and the internationalisation 
of the University for further development is presented. This can give an idea to the 
University for looking forward. The conclusion of this study is also presented in the 
chapter.
1.7 Summary
This chapter has presented the rationale of this study, and its potential contribution to 
distance education practice and research. It has also provided a brief introduction to 
the student-interviewees, and the flow of this report. The study was conducted in the 
hope that it would help the policy makers, instructors and students to work towards a 
better distance education design and effects.
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Chapter 2 
The Provision of Alternative Pathways to Adult Continuing 
Education in Hong Kong
This chapter aims, first, to give an account of the provision of tertiary education for 
Hong Kong students above seventeen years old, including the establishment of the 
OUHK (2.1) and the language policy in Hong Kong schools (2.2); and, second, to 
give a brief summary of distance education provision in different parts of the world, 
including the establishment of the OU UK (2.3). Then, third, information given on the 
assumptions, advantages and demands in studying at a distance (2.4), and a 
discussion of providing distance education with an open entry policy in Hong Kong 
(2.5) provides readers with knowledge about the context of this study.
2.1 Provision of tertiary education for Hong Kong students above 
seventeen years old
Tertiary education in Hong Kong is offered by full-time or part-time face-to-face 
teaching, and in distance learning mode. There are limited full-time undergraduate 
places in the seven universities and the Hong Kong Institution of Education for 
students aged between seventeen and twenty. Part-time and full-time associate degree 
programmes have been offered to students of this age group to further their study if 
they want to continue with tertiary education but are denied entry by the universities. 
The eighth university, the OUHK, has been offering part-time programmes, mainly in 
the distance learning mode, to adults above seventeen years old.
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2.1.1 A growth o f tertiary education since 1990s
In the 1980s only six per cent of the age group between seventeen and twenty was 
admitted to a university full-time programme. In 1995, the admission rate to higher 
education institutions was eighteen per cent (Cheng, 1996; UGC, 1996; Mok, 1999). 
These students have been seen as top achievers in the A-level, a GCSE equivalent 
achievement. It is indeed a university entrance examination. The limited supply of 
full-time places has been creating the high demand for part-time education and open 
entry education in distance education.
Since the year 2000 the Hong Kong community colleges, the continuing education 
arms of Hong Kong universities, have been offering full-time or part-time associate 
degree programmes for secondary school leavers. In September 2000, 740 full-time 
places were available, lasting for two or three years of study offered by the School of 
Professional and Continuing Education (SPACE) of the Hong Kong University. This 
was very popular, so very quickly, the community colleges of other universities began 
to offer similar programmes. Kennedy (2004) reports Lee’s (2001) estimate that
[b]y early 2004, there were 12,000 places and 18 providers -  the majority 
of them being the [continuing education] arms of [Hong Kong] 
universities.
Kennedy, 2004, p 604.
Some young people would study abroad if they could afford the fees and living 
expenditure. Many more people then join the work market and study part-timely for a 
qualification if they wish to. By adding up the accessible figures from four 
community colleges, in the year 2003/2004 there were about 99,300 part-time student 
enrolments. They were mainly working adults, receiving face-to-face education in
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these colleges.
Some of the adults who might not be able to attend regular classes might choose to 
learn through distance learning mode. The OUHK, previously named the Hong Kong 
Open Learning Institution (OLIHK), has been the main provider. In addition, the 
School of Continuing Studies at the Chinese University of Hong Kong has been 
offering some courses in distance learning mode. In 2003/2004, 1300 students 
received distance education in the School.
2.1.2 Establishment o f the OLIHK
Establishing an open learning institution was first discussed in the White paper on the 
development o f senior secondary and tertiaiy education (1978). The purposes were to 
bridge the big gap of tertiary places demanded to provide education “to meet the 
needs of an expanding and diversifying economy” (Kelly and Kember, 1992, p 88), 
and to replace the potential loss of human resources due to a large number of 
emigrants before the handover of Hong Kong to the mainland China in 1997 (Kelly 
and Kember, 1992).
The Report o f the advisory committee on diversification (1979) recommended the 
founding of an open education center which would be sponsored by the Government.
This study should include consideration of a Hong Kong open education 
center, that is, one with flexible entry qualifications but providing 
education for mature students and requiring a high degree of self learning.
Such a center might be a cost effective means of meeting Hong Kong’s 
future needs for educational manpower.
Report of the Advisory Committee on Diversification, 1979, pp 237-238.
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The discussion continued in several education reports. One of the possibilities 
suggested in the Education commission report No. 2 (1986) was to establish “a new 
autonomous institution along the lines of the British Open University” (cited in Kelly 
and Kember, 1992, p 96). However, in order to spare Government budgets to meet 
various social services demands and the expansion of the full-time higher education, 
the open institution would be self-financed after all, adopting
overseas course materials combined with local tutors [could] greatly 
[reduce] operating cost and overcome some of the problems associated 
with gaps in local expertise.
Kember and Kelly, 1991, p 13.
In 1989, OLIHK was founded by a government ordinance to offer higher education to 
people who are above seventeen, in the system of open entry and distance education. 
It was renamed as the OUHK in May 1997.
2.1.3 The OUHK profile
A  brief history of the OUHK, its mission and practices, and its student characteristics 
is as follows.
The history o f the OUHK
The OUHK is the only university dedicated to offering distance education in Hong 
Kong. Except for a few programmes, it accepts undergraduate students by adopting 
an open entry policy. It does not receive any Government financial support. 
Employing a distance learning mode allows the institution to access a greater number 
of students with a relatively lower cost when compared with a traditional university 
taught mode. The University
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is a public institution, under the aegis of the Education and Manpower 
Bureau, but it is also self-financing, relying primarily on tuition fees to 
fond its regular operations.
The Open University of Hong Kong, 2004, p 2.
It has been “open to everyone aged 17 or above, regardless of their academic 
background” (The Open University of Hong Kong, 1999, p 3). The vision of the 
University is “Education for all”. In the prospectus published for the semesters 
October 1999/ April 2000, the following mission was stated.
The Open University of Hong Kong dedicates itself to providing 
sub-degree, degree and postgraduate courses leading to awards and 
qualifications principally through a system of open access and distance 
education, thereby making higher education available to all those aspiring 
to it regardless of previous qualification, gender or race.
The Open University of Hong Kong, 1999, inner cover.
It continues to state that
[t]he University, through its Council and staff, and in common with other 
institutions of higher education in the region, commits itself to excellence 
in teaching, scholarship and public service.
The Open University of Hong Kong, 1999, inner cover.
In the early days, the University only offered distance learning programmes. Now, it 
also offers some face-to-face programmes, foll-time or part-time at the pre-associate, 
associate and degree levels. In 2004, four pre-associate degree and six degree 
programmes were offered in foll-time face-to-to face mode (The Open University of 
Hong Kong, 2004). That is, the University is currently providing a dual mode 
education.
Understanding and Practice o f Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f Hong Kong
The Provision o f Alternative Pathways to Adult Continuing Education in Hong Kong
17
The University expanded dramatically soon after its establishment. In October 1989, 
4,245 students, studying in one of the five programmes offered, started the first 
semester of study. After ten years, in the October 1999 semester, there were more than 
25,000 students doing their study, in one of the eighty or more programmes (The 
Open University of Hong Kong, December, 1999). In each semester, there are a few 
thousand new applicants. For example, in April 1998, there were 5,192 new students 
by headcount (The Open University of Hong Kong, June 1998). In October 2003, 
there were 2,876 new students by headcount (The Open University of Hong Kong, 
December 2003). The first batch of graduates, 161 adults gained their first degree in 
1993. In 1999, about 2,800 students completed their degree programmes (The Open 
University of Hong Kong, December 1999). Until 2004, more than 130,000 adults 
have taken courses in the University, and about 27,000 adults have gained at least a 
qualification in various programmes.
Changes made since establishment
The University has been making changes since its establishment. The most obvious 
one was the introduction of part-time and full-time taught mode programmes (The 
Open University of Hong Kong, 2004). That is, the University is providing a mixed 
mode of education. In the year 2000 sixteen study centers were set up 
(http://www.ouhk.edu.hk) and the OUHK Consultants (Shenzhen) Limited was 
established in July 2000 (http://www.ousz.com.cn/index_e.html).
Support available
The main support in the distance-learning mode is the course materials, prepared in 
advance. The University delivers its programmes through “various kinds of
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technology: printed course materials, audio and video CDs, CD-ROMs, and the 
Internet” (The Open University of Hong Kong, 2004, p 6). Human support is 
available as well. Part-time tutors have been employed to run scheduled face-to-face 
tutorials which students are free to attend. They also offer support through telephone 
or electronic means. Tutors are considered as the bridge between the University and 
its students. Students can contact their tutors face-to-face, by telephone or e-mails. 
Full-time staff members include the course co-ordinators, and administrative staff can 
be contacted when needed. Students can also use the physical library located on the 
main campus. Students can access the online library whenever they like. Some course 
materials are put in some public libraries too. There are some other kinds of support 
available, e.g. loans, self-study centers, the Information Center located on the main 
campus and web-based information 
(http://www.ouhk.edu.hkAVCM/?FUELAP_TEMPLATENAME=tcSingPage&lang=eng).
It is important to make clear that the nature of distance learning at OUHK refers to 
the relatively little physical human contacts for support when students are doing their 
study. Tutors and tutees might meet twice a month at the most in tutorials. For 
part-time face-to-face taught courses that run in other institutions, teachers and 
students might meet at least once a week. In general, they might meet twice or three 
times a week. The OUHK can provide distance education with more face-to-face 
support chances than other distance education institutions in many parts of the world 
because the issue of geographical barriers does not really exist in Hong Kong. It is 
not an important consideration for the OUHK to decide the amount of physical 
contact between its staff and students. In 2004/05 the University had twenty-nine 
tutorial centers (The Open University of Hong Kong, 2004/05) in the whole Hong
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Kong land area of 1,104 square kilometers. They were located near the city center 
where students could attend tutorials with easy transport either from home or the 
workplace. The ease of traveling on the convenient transportation system between 
places in this small area could be an attractive factor that contributes to large numbers 
of students attending the tutorials that are available. On the contrary, in most parts of 
the world the distance learning institutions might only have a small number of 
regional support centers in a vast area. Students might need to travel long distance if 
they want to attend tutorials. For example, the OU UK only has thirteen regional 
centers in the whole United Kingdom (The Open University Web Page, 2006) of 
244,820 square kilometers.
OUHK students
The OUHK students come from all walks of life. Although not all, many of them take 
advantage of the open entiy policy. Apart from the eighteen percent who could have a 
full-time tertiary place, the majority of the remaining eighty-two percent of secondary 
leavers are the potential pool of students who might study at the OUHK. Some of 
these students might not have passed the basic requirements for a full-time place in 
any of the other universities. They might be considered as academic low achievers.
The majority of the OUFIK students are aged between twenty-two and thirty-five 
according to statistics. The average age was thirty-two in 1998 (The Open University 
of Hong Kong, June 1998). Overall about one-third of the students had achieved the 
Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination (HKCEE), and Hong Kong High 
Level (the academic achievement lies between HKCEE and HKAL) qualifications, 
37.5% and 30.6% as a whole in April 1997 and October 2003 respectively. A ‘C’ in
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HKCEE is equivalent to a pass in GCSE Ordinary Level. On average, they took about 
nine credits per semester, equivalent to about half of the workload of a full-time 
student who was assumed to take forty credits in a year (The Open University of 
Hong Kong, June, 1998; December 2003). Students choose to study at a distance 
because they cannot afford the time to study programmes which generally required 
them to attend classes regularly. These students are also engaged by work, family and 
social commitments.
2.2 Language policy and students’ performance in English
Hong Kong’s education language policy, classroom practice in the secondary schools, 
and students’ worsening performance in English have influenced the distance 
learners’ performance to a certain extent, and in English courses particularly.
2.2.1 Medium o f instruction in secondary schools
Chinese (Cantonese, a dialect used in Hong Kong in daily life) has been the main 
medium of instruction in most primary schools, while English was used in most 
secondary schools before the implementation of the mother-tongue language policy. 
The transition of language used between the two systems was very sudden and 
traumatic for many students (Luk, 1989). Soon after the handover of Hong Kong to 
Mainland China, the use of mother-tongue, Chinese as the medium of instruction in 
secondary classrooms was implemented. Before that, as Luk (1989, p 155) reports, 
“more than 90 percent of the secondary school students [were] enrolled in 
Anglo-Chinese schools, and the rest in Chinese Middle schools”. Fung (1986) 
presents a similar observation. Due to the fact that Hong Kong was a British colony, 
the use of English as the medium of instruction was understood. In addition, Hong
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Kong is an international city which depends largely on “foreign trade and tourism for 
its prosperity, there is naturally a strong demand for English” (Fung, 1986, p 323). He 
continues to say that
[as] proficiency in English is frequently the key to a better job, a higher 
social status, and even greater political power, many students will not 
hesitate to give up a Chinese-medium education for an English one.
Fung, 1986, p 323.
Due to the implementation of Chinese as the medium of instruction in September 
1998, English as the teaching and learning medium is only permitted in schools 
where their teachers and students are considered as capable of using it. These schools 
are subjected to review of their suitability to maintain the status. In general, the use of 
English has declined in the classrooms over the territory.
2.2.2 Students’ performance in studying in English
It has been found that more and more secondary school students were incompetent in 
English language and general knowledge in different subjects. The first batch of 
secondary students studying mainly in Chinese attended their HKAL examination in 
2005. The passing rate for the Use of English, released in July of the year, was the 
worst in ten years.
University students’ English standard has been getting worse too. The Hong Kong 
University senate commented that plenty of their students were not able to 
communicate in English up to a standard to manage their work. Hong Kong students’ 
English standard is not very satisfying even if they have got an ‘A’ in Use of English 
in the HKAL (Li et al., 2001). Bruce (1992) reports on the language problems of
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full-time university students. Students might not be able to understand an author’s 
ideas or arguments. They would only read line by line and select information out of 
context. They were also not able to express their ideas clearly. He makes a remark on 
the observation.
I f ... the kinds of problem experienced by A-level matriculants who have 
gained entry to Hong Kong’s premier tertiary institution, [then] the 
implications for open access are obvious.
Bruce, 1992, p 49.
Studying in English indeed increases the workload of Hong Kong Chinese distance 
learners to some extent. Distance education is a text-based system. Learners’ reading 
skills and their previous subject knowledge are two important pre-requisites of their 
success in study (Datta and Macdonald-Ross, 2002). The situation is more worrying 
in places where English is not a native language.
2.3 Provision of distance education in other parts of the world
Distance education has been providing chances for adults who do not or choose not to 
study full-time or part-time face-to-face mode within educational contexts. Jarvis 
offers a definition for it.
Distance education is ... defined ...as those forms of education in which 
organised learning opportunities are usually provided through a technical 
media to learners who normally study individually, and are removed 
from the teacher in both time and space.
Jarvis, 2004, p 219.
In earlier times, teaching materials were mainly printed copies on paper. Gradually, 
due to the advancement of technology, materials can be presented in electronic 
formats and/or accessed through the World Wide Web (WWW). The trend of
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producing electronic and inter-active materials is becoming more popular.
The education delivery mode benefits distance learners but also brings some 
additional academic demands both to the education providers and receivers.
2.3.1 Early years in distance education development
Holmberg (1995) gives an account of the history and the development of distance 
education. The first indication of distance education can be dated as early as in 1728, 
with documentation of shorthand courses delivered by distance in Boston. Another 
early attempt was the teaching of a combined shorthand course and the study of 
Scripture in the United Kingdom in 1840 (Holmberg, 1995; Rumble, 2001). The 
University of South Africa “was established as a distance-teaching university through 
a governmental decree of 1962” (Boucher 1973 cited in Holmberg 1995, p 49). Then 
the setting up of the OU UK providing degree programmes with open entry without 
requiring a qualification attracted the world’s attention (Peters, 1998).
2.3.2 The establishment o f the OU UK
The OU UK was found in 1969 to cater for adults to study in higher education 
without asking for formal university entrance qualification (Peters, 1998). The first 
group of students started their study in January, 1971 (http://www.open.ac.uk). 
Informed by Kirkwood,
[a]fter 30 years, the university’s courses still comprise a range of media: 
text materials, television programmes, videos, audio material on cassette 
or CD, multimedia and other computer software on disk and CD-ROM, 
home experiment kits for practical work and, of course, increasing use of 
the internet and World Wide Web (WWW).
Kirkwood, 2003, p 155.
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The main academic support is centrally prepared course materials, telephone 
counseling and face-to-face tutorial support facilitated by tutors (now assistant 
lecturers) in local centers in different parts of the UK.
2.3.3 Open universities in other countries
The establishment of the OU UK attracted much attention from different parts of the 
world. Plenty of distance learning institutions have been established similar to the OU 
UK model. They offer education in a distance learning mode and accept students 
through an open entry policy. The growth in the developing countries or regions is 
rapid. Dhanarajan (2001, p 62) reports that there are “more distance education 
facilities in the developing parts of the world than the developed one”. These 
institutions increase opportunities for people who want to access education, especially 
post-secondary education, who previously have no chances. The successful blooming 
of distance education also seems to
prove that many individuals in our societies, regardless of the extent of 
prior learning, are perfecting capable of self-directed learning at tertiary 
levels, if only instruction is designed sensitively and sensibly, respecting 
the learner and supporting him or her in learning.
Dhanarajan, 2001, p 62-63.
However, the high attrition rate around the world (e.g., Kember, 1995; Moore and 
Kearsley, 1996) seems to reflect that the success might be limited to the increase of 
the number of institutions and student enrolment. Perraton writes that “it seems that 
many are called to enrol but few are chosen to graduate... [the] completion rates on 
many courses are disturbingly low” (Perraton, 2000, p 117). In Moore and Kearsley 
(1996) some cases of student attrition have been reported to be as high as 50 percent.
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The drop-out rate reported in a Pakistan distance teaching university, at least one of 
the courses, could be as high as 99.5 per cent in the first semester (Fleming, 1982). In 
short, not many learners are successful. The claimed success of the distance education 
indeed may only be in the quantitative aspect. The low academic entry point could be 
one of the possible reasons for the high failure or attrition rate. These students need 
substantial academic support to help them to move on the performance ladder.
In addition, despite the dramatic increase of distance learning institutions in 
developing countries, relatively high levels of disappointments due to “a reluctance to 
apply quality control” (Dhanarajan, 2001, p 63) have been observed. One of the 
crucial reasons contributing to the situation is “a low level of resources invested in 
distance education provisions” (Dhanarajan, 2001, p 63) in those countries. Perraton 
offers an observation of the situation.
[T]he general conclusion has to be that the methods of open and distance 
learning, held out as a promise of grand educational expansion, have failed 
to meet the hopes of the majority of higher education students.
Perraton, 2000, p 117.
In this case, I would argue that, in order to maintain or strive for real success in 
quality distance education provision, to fulfil the promise and to match with students’ 
expectations, educators in the field have much to think about and need to respond 
with actions promptly and continuously.
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2.4 The assumptions, advantages and demands of studying at a 
distance
The distance mode of learning, by nature, requires students to study independently 
with the prepared materials and relatively limited human support from tutors and 
peers. It assumes that learners are able to display appropriate study skills and attitudes 
at once when they take up the study or are able to learn in the process. They are 
supposed to demonstrate a degree of self-directedness. Candy (1991) discusses this 
concept in length. He states that there are four distinct (but related) phenomena within 
the concept: personal autonomy, self-management, leamer-control, and autodidaxy. 
However, he and Garrison (1997) believe that self-directed learning is indeed a social 
construction activity. Candy writes that
the constructivist view of learning is particularly compatible with the 
notion of self-direction, since it emphasises the combined characteristics 
of active inquiry, independence, and individuality in a learning task.
Candy, 1991, p 278.
Garrison agrees to the points made and further elaborates by saying
[s]elf-directed learning is viewed from a “collaborative constructivist” 
perspective. ... A collaborative perceptive has the individual taking 
responsibility for constructing knowledge meaning while including the 
participation of others in confirming worthwhile knowledge. ...Therefore, 
meaning and knowledge are both personally and socially constructed.
Garrison, 1997, p 19.
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In this case, learners are not necessary isolated when studying in a self-directed way 
or independently. Instead, they could and should seek support and learn from 
educators and with peer learners, collaboratively, to construct knowledge.
Flexibility in time and pace is one of the advantages enjoyed by distance education 
students. Learners are not required to meet their teachers/tutors in a fixed time and 
venue. They can study the prepared course materials that have been provided before 
the formal commencement of courses and within the course duration. Learners have 
the freedom to pick courses that they would like to study, and can almost choose their 
own sequences. So this allows learners to study at their own pace within a programme, 
their own choice of place and time in a semester, and only constrained by the due 
days of assignments and examination schedules.
Distance learners face plenty of demands. Most of them are full-time employees. 
They might find that time demand is a problem they need to manage. They are 
separated from their teachers/tutors and peers most of the time. The guidance through 
learning, class cohesion and peer support are curtailed. Many learners’ academic 
capabilities or educational backgrounds are regarded generally as relatively lower for 
they have to take the advantage of open entry. Many of them might not be capable of 
doing the study independently. Some students strive for survival but many more will 
leave the learning system. The attrition rate is high in many open universities.
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2.5 A discussion about the provision of distance education with open 
entry policy in Hong Kong
The discussion in this section aims to identify the potential mismatches of offering 
distance education and education that is open to any students who want to further 
their study.
In previous sections, it has been explained that the OUHK adopted a distance learning 
mode similar to the OU UK. It has also adopted the open entry policy as in the OU 
UK. On the surface, it seems that this is feasible and appropriate to do so. The 
University has done its part to provide a second chance for adults who have no time 
to study in foll-time or part-time face-to-face mode. The distance learning mode 
provides a possibility for busy adults to study for a qualification in spite of the tight 
schedules occupied by work or other personal affairs. The open entry policy, 
furthermore, allows people whose academic achievements were regarded as relatively 
weaker or even failures to take up a higher education qualification. The chance of 
enrolment is largely impossible in foll-time universities.
When I looked into the issue more deeply, it was not as simple as it appeared. There 
are at least five aspects that need to be pondered. First, there are gaps in study skills 
that need to be addressed. The choice of open entry does open the opportunity of 
tertiary education for many people who might be regarded as lower academic 
achievers. This is good news for the general public, particularly those who want to 
have a qualification but did not have before. However, the choice brings out the issue 
of the gap between the academic ability perceived by the student and that required or 
expected in the tertiary level of academic requirements.
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Second, students can have gaps in subject knowledge and skills in the target 
disciplines. Open entry also offers chances for people who want to shift their areas of 
discipline. For example, students who previously studied science can now study 
commercial courses. Because of the free choice, students might have a gap in 
knowledge and skills as they switch between different streams. This can create more 
workload and effort for those starting from no or little previous knowledge and skills 
in the enrolled courses. This would be an issue for Hong Kong learners as most of the 
Hong Kong secondary students will specialise in only one of the arts, science or 
commerce streams in their upper secondary schooling from the age of about fifteen.
Third, the OUHK’s language policy may be an issue that is worthwhile to look into. 
Most of the University learners, particularly novice learners in undergraduate 
programmes, might find a language gap between language competence and 
requirements. It would be demanding for students to study in English. The University 
adopted overseas materials to save time and money in the earlier establishment stage. 
It was an alternative at that time although it might not have been a wise choice. Some 
materials are still being used. The language use might be a bit more difficult for 
students who are not English native users. As discussed earlier, Hong Kong students’ 
language performance has not been satisfactory. They might not be able to understand 
the materials or to present their ideas clearly. This can affect the students’ overall 
performance. In addition, the materials might cany some cultural elements that Hong 
Kong students might not be able to understand thoroughly. The cultural gap might 
create an extra problem for Hong Kong students. The language problem is an obstacle 
for many novice learners, as will be seen in later chapters.
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Fourth, the choice of open entry together with the distance learning mode could be a 
source of problems and mismatches. The distance mode of education expects students 
to study independently, mainly through reading materials and dealing with 
assignments. Tutorial support and telephone tutoring are provided within limited 
timeslots. In this case, distance learners cannot receive support promptly when they 
have the need for it. This can put academically weak students in a further difficult 
situation. They could not have as immediate or easily accessible advice or clues to 
solve their study demand as they were accustomed to having in the face-to-face 
learning experience. Some students might need more support than others. However, 
the mode and hours available for support are the same to all. The arrangement does 
not cater for learning differences. In addition, students have not trained to study from 
a distance. They would not have suitable study skills, including language skills in 
understanding materials, writing assignments requiring some analysis or presenting 
their own ideas.
Fifth, the distance learning mode does not match with novice learners’ experiences. 
The study habits and characteristics of Chinese learners can also contribute to the 
mismatches and problems. In Hong Kong, all primary and secondary students learn 
mainly in a didactic approach. Students have been spoon-fed. They might rely on 
teachers’ authority in knowledge. Once they find themselves in a situation where the 
teachers do not teach directly, students might not know what to do with their learning 
content. About ninety-five percent of adults before the 1990s, or about eighty-two 
percent of adults since the mid 1990s do not have any chance to study in a university 
where they might learn some independent study skills. However, they are asked to 
perform in such a way once they start their first course. Not many students have the
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experiences of initiating their own responsibility in reading, searching and presenting 
materials. It is not easy for novices to adapt to the new learning system. In addition, 
students have not been trained to be distance learners or independent learners. The 
novice students would find that studying at a distance is very difficult. It is not 
surprising that a number of students give up after some trying. This is one of the 
reasons why tutors might find the attendance rate of tutorials is not steady until after a 
few sessions.
The discussion above provides some important points to be taken into consideration 
when providing distance education and welcoming students through open entry. It 
might allow some other distance educators and institutions to learn a lesson from the 
OUHK. Educators and institutions of developing countries, in which full-time tertiary 
places are limited in supply as in Hong Kong, might find the lessons from this 
discussion more relevant to their contexts.
2.6 Summary
The Hong Kong educational context has been provided to inform readers about the 
limited provision of tertiary education places for students of seventeen years old or 
above. The limited places provided and the huge need for personal, social and 
economic development called for the establishment of the then OLIHK, now the 
OUHK, that was based on the OU UK model. The distance learning mode has many 
advantages for adult students in full-time employment but the assumption is that 
students will be independent learners. Without previous experiences or relevant study 
skills, novice learners have to manage the study demands either using available 
support or their own methods. The mismatches between the entry point of study and
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the requirements for performance are big. The learning outcomes both in quantity and 
quality might not necessarily be satisfying.
The next chapter gives a literature review to help develop an understanding of the 
Hong Kong Chinese learners, their reasons for studying and how they manage their 
learning under the umbrella of the Chinese Confucian educational culture.
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Chapter 3 
Understanding Hong Kong Chinese Learners 
in Distance Education
This chapter presents a review of the literature related to Chinese distance learners, 
particularly Hong Kong learners who participate in distance education through an 
open entry policy. The review consists of three parts, addressing the research 
questions “Why did these adult students choose to study in an open entry course by 
distance education?” and “How did these novice students manage their study?”. The 
first question will be addressed by discussing the literature relating to orientations to 
enrolment to study (3.1). The second question will be answered by presenting my 
understanding of the studying characteristics of Chinese learners’ and Hong Kong 
distance learners from reviewed literature (3.2). Literature on supporting novice 
distance learners to become independent learners (3.3) is relevant to provide a base 
for discussion on findings in the coming chapters.
3.1 Concept of orientations to enrolment
As discussed earlier, there is a need to know why adult learners re-enter the education 
system. Studying in an education system with the combined features of open entry 
policy and distance learning mode is not an easy task. These students can choose to 
take advantage of open entry as they need it. They can make up what they missed in 
their full-time tertiary education. On the contrary, they have no choice but to accept 
the distance learning mode in Hong Kong. An understanding of the orientations to 
enrolment of these Chinese open distance learning students might provide valuable
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information to identify why some students continue even though they face study 
demands while some others decide to drop-out. When educators have a relevant and 
updated understanding of these learners’ views, they can plan programmes and 
support accordingly to facilitate the learners. Maybe, some adjustments could be 
considered before making holistic changes.
In this section, some general concepts of orientations to studying are presented, and is 
followed by a discussion on the Hong Kong adult students’ orientations to enrol in the 
context of distance study with open entry.
3.1.1 Orientations o f educational provisions through open learning
Hodgson et a l (1987) say that there are two basic orientations for open learning. 
Dissemination orientation aims at disseminating prepared bodies of knowledge and 
development orientation aims at developing a whole person through education. They 
continue to say that learners will choose institutions that have beliefs and assumptions 
about education corresponding to their own, because learners find difficulties when
they find themselves on a course or programme based on assumptions they 
do not share, with an orientation that does not match their own.
Hodgson et al., 1987, p 8.
3.1.2 Orientation to study or enrolment
The term orientation to enrolment is a sub-concept of orientation to study because it 
represents that learners enrol in a formal study. Beaty and Morgan say that
the term ‘orientation to study’ has been used to describe how students 
come to be taking a particular course and what they hope to gain from it.
Beaty and Morgan, 1992, p 3.
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Merriam and Caffarella (1999) reports Houle’s (1961) three learning orientations that 
adults held.
The now-famous typology consists of goal-oriented learners, who use 
education as a means of achieving some other goal; activity-oriented 
learners, who participate for the sake of the activity itself and the social 
interaction; and learning-oriented participants, who seek knowledge for its 
own sake.
Merriam and Caffarella, 1999, p 54. (emphasis in original)
Taylor et al. (1981) and Taylor (1984) identify four main types of orientations: 
vocational, academic, personal and social. Based on their study of the students from 
the OU UK, they describe that concept orientation includes
ail attitudes and aims that express the student’s individual relationship 
with a course and the university. It is the collection of purposes which 
orientates the student to a course in a particular way. Orientation, unlike 
the concept of motivation, does not assume any psychological trait or state 
belonging to the student. It is a quality of the relationship between student 
and course rather than a quality inherent in the student.
Taylor et a l, 1981, p 3.
Kember et al. (2001, p 267) conclude that orientation is “a complex construct with 
multiple component factors”. Students can possibly hold “multiple orientations or 
primary and secondary orientations” (Kember et al, 2001, p 267). In addition, 
students might shift or change their orientations during the process of studying, with 
reference to their experiences at work and in study needs. Therefore various studies 
reporting adult students’ orientations to studying need to be continued to contribute to 
the knowledge base about this issue.
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3.1.3 Study or enrolment orientations o f Hong Kong Chinese distance learners 
There are four main inter-related reasons explained why Hong Kong Chinese learners 
may choose to participate in open entry distance learning. First, for Chinese people 
there is always a desire to learn. Second, there is a demand from the society for 
continuing educational development, particularly in the business and commerce fields. 
Third, as an employee, an individual needs to respond positively to the society’s 
development. Finally, considering their lack of suitable educational background, there 
are many part-time learners who need to utilise the open entry policy. In Hong Kong 
the only institution, the OUHK, adopts an open entry policy which provides 
education through a distance learning mode. The two features come together like a 
pair of twins. If learners want to participate in tertiary education through open entry 
and enjoy study in flexible time schedules, they seem not to have choices.
The desire to learn may have been rooted in adults since birth. Tough’s (1979) 
findings suggests the fact that many adults undertake learning projects throughout 
their life times “implies that the need to learn may be quite fundamental to the human 
being” (Jarvis, 2004, p 35). To many Chinese, under the Confucian-heritage culture, 
receiving education is a way to achieve human perfectibility (Lee, 1996). A belief in 
human perfectibility (Tu, 1979) reflects a characteristic of Confucian tradition (Lee, 
1996). To learn, and Teaming for the sake of one’s self’ is a way to self-cultivate the 
perfectibility (Lee, 1996). The view is similar to Maslow’s (1968) concept of 
self-actualisation (Lee, 1996). Hong Kong Chinese are heavily influenced by the 
Confucian tradition, particularly in their view of education. Many students of the 
University sought the chance for open entry through distance learning to fulfil their 
desire to leam which otherwise would have been discontinued by their lack of access
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to higher education.
Education has been a means for societies to develop their citizens for improving 
competitiveness in the commerce and business sectors for the global economic shift 
in the last two decades. It is also a means for continuous development at work to face 
the changing world. Quality higher educated human resources are needed to ensure 
Hong Kong’s competitiveness in shifting from a manufacturing economy to a 
knowledge economy (Kennedy, 2004). Zhang and Shin refer to the World Bank report 
2000 and say, “85% of Hong Kong’s industry has developed into a mature service 
economy” (Zhang and Shin, 2002, p 167). Employees, and employers, need to update 
their knowledge and skills to keep pace with the requirements of the changing world. 
Participating in education through open entry is a possible channel for some adults 
who were not highly or sufficiently educated when young. As employees might be 
occupied by work demands, they do not have much time to attend regular face-to-face 
classes. A distance learning mode allows the flexibility of when and where to study. 
These students can do their study even though they only have very limited time.
There are some employees who want to maintain a higher competitiveness for job 
security or promotion by acquiring higher qualifications (Chao and Ngai, 2001). Chao 
and Ngai conducted a survey with one hundred and thirty-five OUHK students taking 
a master’s degree programme. They discovered that their main reason for seeking 
higher qualifications was for career advancement. The main reasons were the need to 
“increase competency level in order to advance in the career and to increase overall 
competitiveness” (Chao and Ngai, 2001, p 19). The students wanted to increase their 
general knowledge and skills at work. This is one of the strategies for employees to
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pave the way for a promotion. However, in reality, academic improvement does not 
necessarily lead to an increase of income or a promotion at work. Studying is often 
necessary just to secure their current job. Receiving education while having a 
full-time job can also give employers the impression that one will increase 
productivity and effectiveness accordingly.
Hong Kong employers require employees who are competitive and competent in 
managing work tasks which keep changing from time to time (Chao and Ngai, 2001). 
Employees who have recognised that “through education [one] can progress to great 
wealth and status” (Pratt et a l , 1999, p 254) and “[for] social and economic 
advancement” (Pratt et a l, 1999, p 254), will respond to the agenda by receiving 
more education accordingly. Some experienced employees aim for qualifications that 
will enable them to compete with their new colleagues who might have already 
possessed a higher qualification but with lower salary.
As discussed in Chapter Two, every year there is a huge group of Hong Kong young 
people denied entry to tertiary education due to the limited full-time places. Many of 
them are regarded as incompetent academic achievers. They could not meet the 
minimum requirements set in conventional programmes. Although places in full-time 
tertiary education have increased, there are still not enough to satisfy all those who 
want to receive higher education. The rejected adults are eager to gain a qualification, 
for Teaming for the sake of one’s self’ (Lee, 1996) or as a “strategy for employability 
and survival in the learning society” (Cochrane, 2000, p 17). These people need to 
take the advantage of open entry.
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A local study (Kember et al., 2001) has identified seven orientations to enrolment by 
interviewing fifty-three part-time students who were involved in either the 
conventional mode or distance mode of learning in different degree programmes in 
Hong Kong universities. The list consists of work-related reasons to meet the 
changing economic aspect of society and the need to face the employment reality; 
educational reasons such as the need to make up what was missed, and personal 
interest such as to enjoy learning like many other Chinese. In addition, the distance 
learners involved in the study expressed that they wanted to enjoy the flexible time 
schedules provided in the alternative mode of education. However, due to the nature 
of the distance learning mode, these students would not have as much human support 
as they have experienced previously. The problems that arise due to their not having 
sufficient human support will be discussed in the chapters of findings.
In short, most learners who need an education through open entry are not able to 
enjoy full-time study. They aim at personal development and responding to societal 
needs by using whatever time they have availability. Accordingly, the OUHK should 
be aware of its learners’ orientations to enrolment that are influenced by the Chinese 
culture, Hong Kong education system and the society developmental needs.
3.2 Understanding Hong Kong Chinese distance learners
This section provides a literature review related to the question “How did the students 
manage their study?” First, an explanation is given about the use of social 
constructivism as the foundation of the presentation is given. This is followed by an 
overview of the current knowledge about Chinese learners, mainly in Hong Kong. 
This includes the novice learners’ characteristics in Hong Kong distance education
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3.2.1 Set out from a constructive theory o f learning
The following section refers to the view of constructivism. The theory sees learners 
make sense with new information and experiences they have encountered, and then 
construct their own knowledge and understanding progressively (Tang and Biggs, 
1996). Information is not imposed, transmitted, stored or reproduced mechanically in 
quantity. In a social constructive view, learners learn with experts or more 
knowledgeable others who might provide scaffolding and intervention when 
necessary. Merriam and Caffarella (1999, p 271) assert that “as there is no single 
theory that explains all of human learning, there is no single theory of adult learning.” 
The choice for employing a constructivist approach is based on several reasons that 
are discussed below.
The first factor is the natural needs of learners -  no one knows everything. If one 
wants to know more and to change, he or she either has to learn from nature, or from 
other human beings. People share experiences, knowledge and skills to facilitate one 
another’s needs.
The second factor is the nature and prevailing practice of education systems. In a 
formal education context, structured activities are conducted with the aim of helping 
students to learn. More knowledgeable others, teachers, tutors and peers, all play a 
part in facilitating learning for individuals through social interactions. In distance 
education, tutors are available. Peer or group learning is encouraged as students 
themselves are one of the sources of support. The educational institutions also have a
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role to play as they are assumed to facilitate their learners’ needs.
The third factor is the beliefs in Chinese tradition. Confucius, the greatest educator in 
Chinese history, said, “When three men walk together, there is always something I 
can learn” (The Lun Yu, Analects o f Confucius, Chapter 7, Verse 21). This saying 
illustrates how we learn from each other. To learn means to increase, to enrich one’s 
previous experiences, knowledge and skills. A new level of knowing is constructed.
The fourth factor is my experiences in learning and teaching. I have been 
experiencing how to become a more knowledgeable individual through constructive 
interactions with others. For example, I was under the supervision of my supervisors 
to do this study. As a frontline worker in the field of Hong Kong education, I have 
observed and experienced how teachers and students can achieve new levels of 
understanding, skills and attitudes through support from others. Both kinds of 
experiences confirm my views and choices.
3.2.2 Chinese traditional beliefs
It has to be made clear here that the following discussion of Chinese beliefs is drawn 
heavily from The Chinese learners: cultural, psychological and contextual influences 
(Watkins and Biggs, 1996). The book provides organised information that helps to 
understand Chinese learners who might be heavily influenced by the Chinese 
traditional culture described by Lee (1996). There is very little literature available on 
this topic in comparison to the western body of knowledge in human learning theories. 
Robinson (1999, p 42) explains that the “chequered history during [the 20th] century 
due to political changes” affected the research on psychology in China. I would say it
Understanding and Practice o f Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f Hong Kong
Understanding Hong Kong Chinese Learners in Distance Education
42
affects the development of learning theories as well. So far, the research and 
knowledge base is far smaller than what has been developed in the west.
When we need to understand the Chinese learners in Hong Kong, we have to, first, 
know some fundamental traditional beliefs about education promoted by Confucius 
and his followers. Second, we have to be aware of ways in which Hong Kong 
Chinese people might perform somewhat differently from traditional Chinese, as 
described or believed. Third, western models have to be borrowed and learned from 
when needed. Fourth, there is the issue of individual differences. It has to be borne in 
mind that not all Chinese learners believe and/or behave the same. Some 
characteristics might be more applicable to or easily be identified from some Chinese 
learners.
3.2.3 Some Chinese beliefs in education
Confucius’ philosophies of education have been collected in The Lun Yu, Analects o f  
Confucius (http://www.confucius.org/maine.htm). His thoughts influenced 
educational development in Chinese history and Chinese people’s beliefs. He 
promoted two principles which have been widely discussed in the field of education. 
The first principle is to “[t]each without discrimination” (The Lun Yu, Analects o f 
Confucius, Chapter 15, Verse 38). The second principle is to address the issue of 
individual differences. He says,
It is possible to speak of lofty subjects with men who are above the 
average. It is not possible to speak of lofty subjects with men who are 
below the average.
The Lun Yu, Analects o f Confucius, Chapter 6, Verse 19.
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Confucius practised what he preached. He took students from the lower class. He 
gave different answers to his students’ questions with reference to their characteristics 
and personality and ability. The OUHK follows Confucius’ first principle and 
advocates its mission “Education for All.” by employing the open entry policy of 
student admission.
Lee (1996) draws some of the key literature on Chinese education and points out that 
Confucian-heritage culture regards that
1. education is important both to personal and societal development;
2. education seems to encourage a deep approach to learning, promoting reflection 
and enquiry, in which “memorizing, understanding, reflecting and questioning are 
the basic [inter-related] components” (Lee, 1996, p 36) is preferred;
3. all individuals are educable, and should be taught according to individual 
differences, based on Confucius’ teaching recorded in The Lun Yu;
4. learning is to achieve human perfectibility, for self-realisation, for its own sake;
5. effort is important to achievement, rather than innate ability; and will power is the 
drive that leads to continuous effort; and
6. some learners have a high sense of achievement.
In Hong Kong, education is regarded highly (Ho, 1986; Yang, 1986). It has been seen 
as a route to success. No one would deny the importance of education for upward 
social mobility and economic advancement (Pratt et al., 1999), in addition to 
self-development. Hong Kong parents are eager to get their children into their dream 
schools. Studying in schools using English as the medium of instruction has been 
seen as a closer step to success. Joy and tears have been seen on the days of school
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placement results being released, all through kindergarten, primary and secondary 
schooling. Parents contribute a lot of time, money and effort to guide their children to 
study (Stevenson and Lee, 1996). They encourage their children to put effort into 
their studies from a young age. Most children indeed respond accordingly. Young 
students’ beliefs are heavily influenced by their parents. Students study hard to get 
good results in order to gain places in the higher education system, then aim for 
prosperous careers. In fact, many parents and students believe that being able to study 
for a full-time degree in Hong Kong is the first step to a successful future. This is an 
educational culture and belief deep-rooted among parents.
I would say that paying effort might stretch latent learning potential. The chances for 
better performance or success are higher. In addition, when learners are equipped with 
learning skills or strategies which can be transferred to other learning contents or 
contexts, they would have a higher chance of success too. The learning outcomes 
create further confirmation that paying effort is more important than relying only on 
innate ability.
Some Hong Kong parents are affected by both the Chinese and western ideas of 
education. Those parents who grew up and were educated after the 1970s enjoyed a 
compulsory education up to fifteen years old. Some of them have been affected by the 
western culture because of the internationalisation of the city. They might borrow 
some western ideas to educate their children. They may talk about theories of learning 
psychology like motivation, encouragement and taking pride in one’s own efforts. 
These thoughts have integrated with the traditional Chinese beliefs to create a unique 
Hong Kong educational culture.
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The Hong Kong education system has, comparatively recently, been responding to the 
need to respect individual differences and trying to encourage the use of collaborative 
learning. The Government has been giving extra money for primary schools which 
implement activity approaches in primary one to three. Catering for learners’ 
differences is a requirement in classroom teaching and learning strategies. However, 
the effect is diverse.
It seemed that an activity approach in lower primary schools might provide a context 
for developing a collaborative, and/or deep learning styles. Now, it has been found 
that it was not the case. Why? Some administrative arrangements, physical settings 
and modes of assessment in Hong Kong schools do not favour this kind of 
development. Try to imagine what kinds of learners would possibly result from 
primary and secondary schooling under the following arrangements:
1. a small classroom with around thirty-five children and a teacher in primary
schools, about forty students and a teacher in secondary schools;
2. fragmented lesson hours in the learning timetable, each lesson lasting for about 
thirty to forty minutes in the primary sector, and about forty-five minutes in the 
secondary school sector;
3. a tense, rigid curriculum taught by different subject teachers;
4. a set of standardised textbooks, several drilling exercise books, quite often
supplemented with worksheets or task sheets;
5. at least four summative tests and examinations with numerous quizzes, dictations 
and short tests in an academic year;
6. stressful public examinations in the final years of primary and secondary schools
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for places in the next level of education; and
7. very limited places in tertiary education.
All of the above characteristics are just the opposite to what good teaching and 
learning environments should be (Biggs and Moore, 1993). The most common 
strategy for dealing with the above situations is a didactic and surface approach to 
teaching and learning. Most Hong Kong students have been educated in the context 
described. Students are then observed as quiet, passive, not reflective, not analytical 
and as studying only for examinations.
This discussion has illustrated that Hong Kong educational beliefs and system have 
been somewhat affected by both western thoughts and local education contexts. 
Supporting Hong Kong learners nowadays should, in some ways, be different from 
supporting traditional Chinese learners in general, and distance learners specifically. 
Providing the same kinds of support as distance education institutions in the western 
world would not necessarily match the Hong Kong distance learners’ styles and 
needs.
3.2.4 Chinese adult learners in Hong Kong
There have been some studies of Chinese learners conducted by different researchers 
or educators. These findings have contributed to a piecemeal understanding of some 
Chinese learners’ characteristics. It has to be noted that the findings might not be true 
of all Chinese learners. It should not be expected that all adult learners will display all 
the characteristics. All people are unique. The issue of individual differences exists all 
the time.
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Analysing the findings from various writers who have studied Hong Kong adult
learners and the discussion presented above and in previous chapters, I would say that
some adult learners
1. would respect teachers as authorities (Pratt et a l, 1999; Kennedy, 2002; Kember 
et a l, 2003);
2. might be able to adapt to and adjust their learning strategies to their tutors’ styles 
(Li et a l, 2000);
3. seem to be highly conscious of cues from teachers and the assessment 
requirements (Biggs and Watkins, 1996; Tang and Biggs, 1996) to meet the 
examination demands;
4. generally are very hardworking and achievement oriented (Salili, 1996; Biggs 
and Watkins, 1996) because effort is emphasised (Leung, 1996; Biggs, 1996) 
instead of innate abilities (Stevenson and Lee, 1996);
5. seem to be highly motivated to do well, hence devote large amounts of time to 
their studies (Stevenson and Lee, 1996);
6. would enjoy working with peers for effective learning and gaining confidence 
(Biggs and Watkins, 1996; Tang, 1996; Li et a l, 2000) when the chance arises; 
and
7. are likely to be able to adapt to the study demands of independent learning 
successfully if gradually (Hills, 1998; Kember et a l, 2003).
However, some of them
8. might be hindered by not having a competent level of English;
9. might not have a habit of asking questions or enquiring about what is presented 
in tertiary education even when it is suggested or required for them to do so;
10. might be able to learn through a deep approach provided that the curriculum and
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the learning contexts are designed to encourage students to take the initiative 
(Gow et aL, 1996); and
11. might be able to grow into independent learners even though it would take time 
(Hills, 1998; Kember et aL, 2003).
Some of these findings about Hong Kong learners have also been observed in 
overseas studies, e.g. Smith and Smith, 1999 and Pratt et al., 1999.
3.2.5 Hong Kong Chinese distance learners
The general characteristics of Chinese adult learners might not be identified easily in 
the distance learners’ group. The issue of different learning contexts and individual 
differences have to be borne in mind clearly. The learners described in the above 
findings were mainly full-time students and some part-time students studying in the 
conventional mode. The findings might not apply to Chinese open distance learners 
directly. These students face many constraints, for example, their mode of learning 
does not facilitate or allow them to meet their tutors and peers very often, they have 
limited time to study, and demands from work and family.
The learning characteristics and experiences of the distance learners who need the 
advantage of an open entry would be very different. They might not have sufficient 
academic competence and independent study skills. They would probably not have 
had many chances to enjoy learning with classmates in and out of class all the time as 
they had previously. They now might study individually most of the time. All these 
hinder the potential chances for a deep approach to learning. It can also be predicted 
that they need a much longer time to develop into independent learners if they want 
to.
Understanding and Practice o f  Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f Hong Kong
Understanding Hong Kong Chinese Learners in Distance Education
4 9
Respecting teachers is a virtue that is valued. However, when respecting is 
misunderstood to become obedience and reliance without reflection, students might 
likely develop the belief that knowledge should be decided and taught by authorities. 
Asking questions and challenging teachers’ views might be regarded as impolite, with 
the result that independent thinking may be inhibited. The belief may further hinder 
students’ processes of adapting to independence, which they have not experienced or 
expected before. They are likely to “readily accept the power or status vested in their 
tutors (teachers) ...and [unwilling] to challenge [them]” (Chao, 1998, p 55). These 
learners want to be taught and instructed clearly (Chao, 1998; Fung and Carr, 2000; 
Kember 2001; Kember et a l, 2003) rather than to determine for themselves what and 
how to learn. Attending tutorials has been the main activity that many of the OUHK 
students have been used to practising. Lecturing in tutorials has been a common and 
valued learning activity (Fung and Carr, 2000) even though it is not the recommended 
way to conduct tutorials.
Even for students who have a high achievement motivation and are willing to invest 
effort and time, lacking study skills can hinder the effects and progress of their 
learning. Hong Kong education is noted as being relatively didactic (Gow et al., 
1996), and as a strategy to deal with the highly competitive and selective system of 
very limited tertiary places. As said, it hinders the development of independent and/or 
a deep approach of learning. Students might employ a strategy of knowledge 
reproduction instead of a strategy of understanding and presenting views in own 
words.
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Watkins (1996) identifies four stages of learning intentions and strategies that some 
Hong Kong secondary school learners might go through, although many more might 
not. Using Watkins’ wording, the four stages of intentions and strategies are presented 
as follows.
Stage one: the intention is to achieve through reproduction: the strategy is to rote 
learn everything (Watkins, 1996, p 110).
Stage two: the intention is to achieve through rote learning important things (Watkins, 
1996,p 111).
Stage three: the intention is achievement through reproduction: the strategy is to 
understand first (Watkins, 1996, p 114).
Stage four: the intention is both to understand and achieve and the strategy is to 
understand or to combine understanding and memorizing (Watkins, 1996, p 115).
It would not be difficult to imagine that some adult learners still employ one or more 
strategies in the first three stages. It is worse for those who have not reached or 
passed the first two stages. One possible explanation is that the learning strategies in 
the first two stages could help to meet the requirements of the assessment modes 
which ask for reproducing information in school and public examinations. Many 
Chinese students are highly cue conscious to the assessment mode. In addition, many 
Hong Kong Chinese learners are willing to put effort to performing well. They can 
survive in the examination oriented system. Students who do not favour these kinds 
of learning strategies and assessment modes might not perform well, but it does not 
mean that they are not capable. It helps to explain why some OUHK students enter 
the University with a relatively low academic result but can finish tertiary education
Understanding and Practice o f Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f Hong Kong
Understanding Hong Kong Chinese Learners in Distance Education
51
even in a distance learning mode.
The strategies employed in the fourth stage are “[the combinations of] understanding 
and memorising or focus[ing] on understanding” (Watkins, 1996, p 115). Although 
some students seem to be “starting [to] become responsible for [their] own learning” 
(Watkins, 1996, p 115), this is not sufficient to meet the demands of higher education 
which requires analytical skills and the presentation of personal views.
Many Hong Kong distance learners face the barrier of the use of English because the 
learning materials were adopted from overseas or developed in English by the 
University. Distance education is a text-based system. Macdonald-Ross and Scott 
(1997) report that there is a co-relation between students’ reading ability, educational 
level and the completion rate. Students who are of relatively lower educational levels 
usually are weaker in reading skills, and their completion rate of doing courses is 
lower. This might be one of the reasons for high attrition rate in the distance 
education.
Some Hong Kong learners who gain a place in distance education through open entry, 
where they receive less guidance or support than they did in their previous education, 
can find that learning through English is additionally tedious. When learners do not 
have sufficient language ability to read and comprehend materials and to present 
ideas orally or in written form, additional effort and time are required for handling the 
learning tasks (Tang, 1996). The study workload is therefore heavier (Datta and 
Macdonald-Ross, 2002; Kember et al., 1995). The learners have to handle 
assignments in styles that they have not experienced before as well. The assignment
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style which requires analytical skills and presenting one’s ideas and arguments can 
exert further pressure.
Hills (1998) found that Asian learners tended to read a lot. They thought that they 
should read to find the correct answers rather than analysing the content. When they 
had to write, they would present in a synthesis style of writing (Robinson, 1999). 
Here I attempt to offer an explanation of these findings by reflecting on my own 
learning and writing experiences. First, the belief in deferring to the teachers’ 
knowledge means that the students might have a belief in academics and their 
writings as well. I believed that experts and writers could provide the correct or the 
possible answers to the topics to be handled, so in the early stage of conducting the 
literature review, I did not challenge the ideas that were put forward. Second, my 
experience was that I could not think analytically because my brain was occupied by 
reading and comprehending materials prepared in a foreign language. Third, 
insufficient writing skill pressed me to copy and rephrase rather than to present 
arguments while writing.
Therefore, in order to share the burden and strive for performing better, some students 
might like to learn collaboratively. The advantages of this are well documented (Tang, 
1996) and recognised (Tang, 1996; Yan, 2001). Many studies (Venter, 2003; Tang, 
1996; Kember, 2000) indicate that some Chinese learners prefer to, and enjoy, 
learning in groups. They participate actively in their own learning through employing 
deep strategies: reading and comprehending information, discussion, sharing of ideas, 
explaining and elaborating, analysing and organising, arguing and debating, justifying 
and clarifying. They achieved a higher academic performance (Tang, 1996). Their
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confidence in learning increased accordingly. Along similar lines, Yan reports that 
when “students engage themselves in the learning process and expend both their time 
and effort with an aim to optimise the quality of their learning outcomes” (Yan, 2001, 
p 64) in group learning out of classrooms will employ deep approaches to seek an 
understanding of course materials. The students operating in this way bring in their 
knowledge and views to the group. The knowledge and views contributed serve as the 
resources of learning for all members in the group. They construct their new 
understanding and knowledge rather than purely receiving it from their teachers’ 
lectures. Their intellectual understanding and attitudes are thus transformed. The 
students accept the responsibility for learning without the teachers’ presence. These 
findings present evidence of independent learning.
I would argue that the preference for studying together might not only be aimed at 
learning to be independent from teachers’ support, but also related to achievement 
orientation. Students share the workload and responsibilities, save time and effort, 
and at the same time have much more information to work on further for writing up 
individually. The assignment tasks can be achieved easier. There is a practical benefit.
Distance learners might not have many chances to benefit from the opportunity of 
collaborative learning for this kind of class cohesion is curtailed. By the nature of the 
delivery mode, they cannot meet as often and regularly in-class group learning as 
students studying in conventional modes. They might not want to spare time for 
out-of-class group learning after spending time for work, family and personal study. 
In addition, most students would not go to the same new courses and classes after 
finishing the ongoing courses. They might need to spend effort and time to contact
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new learning partners all the time. It is not surprising to conclude that not many busy 
adults would take the trouble to do so. However, distance learners might still enjoy 
in-class group learning when their tutors provide chances. They could grasp the 
limited chances to learn with peers and to share.
In OUHK, distance education carries the feature of openness in terms of when, what 
and where to learn. Learners are free to choose whatever courses are available in 
whatever sequence they feel like. Troubles are likely to be created if course choice 
guidance is curtailed. Students might only discover that the content does not match 
with their expectation after they have applied the courses. These learners will not be 
happy with their own choices at the end.
The terms written on the syllabus may not have the same meaning as 
mine, so they differed from my understanding. As a result, I may have 
chosen something wrongly.
Li et al., 2000, p 13.
The general impression of learners who gain a place in a tertiary education by taking 
the advantage of open entry is that they are academically weaker than full-time 
university students. Their study skills have not been developed to meet their needs in 
tertiary education. It is not necessary to say that their study skills may not meet the 
requirements in the distance education mode either. This unfavourable scenario that 
distance learners face can bring about mismatches between the provision and receipt 
of open distance education.
The above presentation indicates that there are individual differences in the Hong 
Kong Chinese distance learners. Students come into the system with various
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capabilities, learning styles and educational beliefs and needs. But they are to receive 
a uniform delivery mode and support.
In order to cope with the study, novice learners interviewed in this study employed 
their own methods to handle their studies. This will be elaborated in the coming 
sections.
3.3 Helping novice distance learners to become independent learners
Educators of open distance learning institutions, particularly the OUHK, should have 
a very clear understanding of their students. Quality support should start from this 
point. The students of the University, including the novice student-interviewees in 
this study, are learners in a system of open entry and a distance learning mode. They 
need to face the combined demands that come together naturally. They have problems 
because of using immature study skills to study in a context where human support is 
not available easily even when they are in need. Despite the fact that adult learners 
should be responsible for their learning and display appropriate study skills, educators 
have the responsibility to facilitate their learners and guide them to become 
competent learners in the distance learning mode.
Just to understand the novice learners’ characteristics and how some of the distance 
learners managed their study would not be enough. It is necessary to arouse the 
University’s attention to “[its] role in developing ‘studentship’” (Rickwood and 
Goodwin, 2000, p 54). Understanding learners’ needs from “the student’s perspective” 
(Rickwood and Goodwin, 2000, p 54, emphasis in original) is the first step. What the 
University should do to facilitate its learners and how this can be done will be
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suggested in Chapter Ten, with reference to the findings from the novice learners and 
the University’s representatives, present in chapters six to nine.
The University should be aware that novices need to take time and go through a 
process of learning. Novices who are dependent learners can learn to become 
self-directed learners, but need time, effort and support (Pratt et al, 1999; Kennedy,
2002), in spite of there would still be some difficulties and resistance (Kember, 2001) 
in the initial stage. King and Kitchener’s (1994) studies conclude that the 
development would be a gradual process lasting for a few years of college life. 
Learners need help because support or guidance from facilitators can speed up the 
development process as they do not need to waste time in trial and error.
Daley (1999) gives an account of how a group of novice nurses in the United States 
developed into experts. In the initial stage, novices spent much time to form concepts 
by “just soaking up information” (Daley, 1999, p 138) as much as possible through 
memorising and accumulating available information (Daley, 1999). They “did not 
even know what they did not know”, so they might choose to “adapt to the ideas of 
others” (Daley, 1999, p 138). Gradually, they learned and taught themselves “how to 
decide what was important to them” (Daley, 1999, p 140). They then “[created] a 
narrow focus for themselves and, finally, [expanded] their learning in multiple areas” 
(Daley, 1999, p 140). In short, novices learned from others’ experiences first, and then 
built up their own knowledge and experiences gradually. Their actions went in line 
with the constructivist learning theory. Time, effort and support were invested in the 
learning process.
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To respond to learners’ needs to become independent learners, educators should 
provide facilitative support measures. Distance learning institutions should consider 
what, how and when quality support should be offered.
3.3.1 What is quality support?
Cowan (1994), speaking from his own experience as a distance learner, sets five 
characteristics that he considers to constitute effective support. The list consists of 
academic support and psychological support. What students need are explanations, 
promptings, encouragements, feedback and a bit of pushing when there is a need. 
Referring to the literature on models or framework of support, providing support both 
for academic and psychological aspects is recommended. Educators could take these 
points as reference, but ask their students for more appropriate measures. Listening to 
their voices helps to understand and facilitate their needs.
3.3.2 Why do we need to facilitate students’ learning?
It seems that there is a contradictory view to provide support to distance learners as 
the delivery mode requires self-directed learning by nature. However, there are plenty 
of studies discussing why there is a need to and how to facilitate distance learners. 
This reflects the importance of the issue.
Thorpe addresses the importance of learner support by saying “Learner support in 
ODL [open distance learning] refers to the meeting of needs that all learners have 
because they are central to high-quality learning” (Thorpe, 2002, p 107, emphasis in 
original). She defines the term as
all those elements capable o f responding to a Imown learner or group o f 
learners, before, during and after the learning process.
Thorpe, 2002, p 108. (emphasis in original)
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Kishore stresses the importance by stating
[tjhe main aim of the [distance education] is to promote self-study or 
independent study in the absence of regular face-to-face or human 
contact. For self-study or independent study, continuous support to meet 
the varied needs of the learner is essential.
Kishore, 1998, p 206.
Morgan and Tam (1999) state that educational institutions and their employees have 
the responsibility to strengthen students’ positive experiences with the courses and the 
institutions. They continue to state the importance of helping students who are at risk 
of dropping out.
Only a slight tip in the balance towards a more positive experience may 
be dramatic in its effect on the persisting behaviour of such students.
Morgan and Tam, 1999, p i08.
Supporting novice students in higher education is more important. Boumer et al, 
drawing conclusions from their study on first year part-time students in higher 
education, say that “the first-year students are the group who are most at risk’ 
(Boumer et al, 1991, p 110). Barefoot (2004) writes that the largest percentage of 
drop-outs occurs in the first year of higher education. Burt (1996) reports that
[fallowing their first year of study... only 13 percent of the students who 
do not pass at least one course continue with their studies.
Burt, 1996, p 32.
Therefore, Rumble (2000, p 221) holds that “support is most needed early in the first 
year of study”.
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3.3.3 Who facilitate?
All educators of adult education have the responsibility to support their learners. 
However, I would argue that the tutors are the most significant persons. They are the 
“more knowledgeable others” that students first meet in their OUHK studies. They 
can create significant impacts on students’ experiences and perceptions. Weedon
(1997) proposes a model for the relationship between the “actors” -  learner, tutor and 
course team (persons involved in preparing course materials). The actors form a 
triangular relationship, communicating with each other, with ‘student learning 
experience’ located in the center of the triangle. The relationship between the tutor 
and the learner is emphasised in the model representing the idea of “the tutor role 
prominence in the learning process” (Weedon, 1997, p 42).
When learners are motivated learners, the tutors’ role is mostly facilitative (Jarvis, 
2004). They are important as they are at the frontier of the learning field to support 
students face-to-face, through telephone exchanges or online. What they should do 
and how to do it is again based on the constructive view of learning. They should 
provide scaffolding for students to move along the learning continuum gradually by 
accumulating the developed “zone[s] of proximal development” (Vygotsky, 1978, p 
84). Jarvis (2000) suggests that there are at least eighteen different roles to be fulfiled. 
Tutor manuals are prepared, e.g. Lewis, 1981 and the Open University of Hong Kong, 
2000b. Plenty of books, essays and research reports talking about tutors’ roles have 
been published. In short, their ultimate goal is to facilitate students’ learning to be 
independent learners.
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However, there are findings indicating that tutors’ or teachers’ perceptions of teaching 
and learning can influence the teaching approach (Kember and Kwan, 2000). They 
report that when teachers perceive teaching as a teacher-centred activity, they will 
tend to “pass information” or “make [information] easier for students to understand” 
(Kember and Kwan, 2000, p 483-484). On the contrary, when teachers perceive 
teaching as a student-centred activity, they will facilitate students’ learning. Teachers 
will help students to realise their own needs and support them to become independent 
learners (Kember and Kwan, 2000).
Teaching and learning is an interactive activity. Students’ consideration of whether 
their teachers’ teaching is good or not would be affected by their own views or beliefs 
about teaching and learning (Kember and Wong, 2000; Kember, 2001; Kember et al.,
2003). When teachers’ views or practice are mismatched with students’ views, the 
teaching would be considered as bad or not good teaching (Grow, 1991). Hong Kong 
students have a tradition of relying on their teachers. When they come across a 
context requiring independent learning which they do not expect or have not prepared 
for, Hong Kong students generally would regard it as bad teaching.
Interestingly enough Chinese students would rarely complain to their teachers or 
suggest alternatives. They might express discontent, but just between themselves. 
Most of them would accept what they have. They would try to manage their study by 
making more effort, seeking support from people around, or finding their own ways 
to adapt. This is a common phenomenon observed in Hong Kong.
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3.3.4 What and how to facilitate?
Facilitating adult distance learners to become independent learners is indeed an art 
and a challenge. There are at least two aspects to consider: the beliefs about education 
through a transformation of learning, and the practical skills of learning through 
providing scaffoldings.
Chinese education tradition encourages learners to reflect. Helping learners to think 
critically is the tutor’s first task. Tutors have to take “the roles of counselor, friend or 
supporter...” (Cranton, 1994, p i 41, emphasis in original). One has to be aware of 
“not placing learners in a vacuum ... without helping them” (Mezirow, 1991, p 210). 
Tutors might need to model how to think critically. Peers are important co-learners 
because sharing has to be done in groups, with at least two persons.
Hong Kong students might need structured guidance or support, as they are used to 
receiving instructions and knowledge from teachers or support from peers rather than 
being independent. Kember et al. (2003, p 248) support this view and write “[teachers] 
should seek to promote self-direction through the progressive introduction of 
learner-centred teaching in a supportive environment”. Grow’s (1991) Staged 
Self-directed Learning Model (SSDL) suggests “how teachers can actively equip 
students to become more self-directed in their learning” (Grow, 1991, p 126). He 
believes that there is “a progression from dependency to self-direction” (Grow, 1991,
p 126).
Although the suggested stages seem to be a bit rigid and might not be easily 
identifiable, the “stages” can serve as reference points or signposts in the learning
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process. The idea and techniques “can be learned -  and can be taught”, and “are 
transferable to new situations” (Grow, 1991, p 127). The model can be applied to 
different levels of teaching-learning situations: planning curriculum, running courses 
and organising learning in a single class meeting (Grow, 1991).
To handle the language problem, the OUHK has been developing more Chinese 
courses. One reason is to provide choices for local learners. Another reason is to meet 
the needs from the increasing number of Chinese students in the Mainland China 
(Zhang and Shin, 2002). Taking the School of Business and Administration as an 
example, by counting courses listed in the prospectus (The Open University of Hong 
Kong, October 1999/ April 2000) and drawing information provided in Studying with 
the Open University o f Hong Kong, the figures can be summarised as follows.
Table 3.1: Number of programmes offered in the School of Business and 
Administration, OUHK.
\vProgramme 
Year \
Sub-degree 
programmes offered
Sub-degree 
programmes offered 
in Chinese
Degree programmes 
offered
Degree programmes 
offered in Chinese
1999/2000 5 2 9 1
2004 11 2 9 2
Table 3.2: Number of English and Chinese courses offered in the School of Business 
and Administration, OUHK.
^ \ C o u r s e s
Year English courses Chinese courses Total
Percentage of 
Chinese courses
October 2001 77 25 102 24.5
2004 89 39 128 30
63
However, providing more Chinese courses and improving students’ learning skills in 
English are two different issues. Saljo (1982, p 299) suggests that “[s]tudents who see 
learning as constructing new knowledge will maintain the contract with the author to 
understand.” His suggestion is in line with the constructivists’ view of learning. I 
would suggest that it is important to help learners to develop the concept that reading 
and learning is to fulfil their curiosity or learning desire, and acquire reading and 
writing skills at the same time.
3.3.5 Where to start?
The mode of available support in distance learning, modelled from the OU UK, is not 
enough for Hong Kong Chinese learners who start from a relatively low academic 
performance in their previous education. As discussed, Hong Kong Chinese learners 
welcome closer and structured guidance from teachers or tutors. The standard support 
does not address the issue of educating individuals according to their different 
abilities, beliefs and learning styles. That is to say, even though the University 
provides support, it is easy to imagine that many Hong Kong distance learners might 
find the support insufficient. What to provide should in fact be based on an 
understanding of needs of the learners.
Knowing about the Hong Kong Chinese adult novice distance learners’ characteristics 
is a good starting point before proposing any measures. In addition, there is a need to 
know what support is available from the University, and how the support has been 
used. The action taken is to provide educators with relevant information about 
providing sufficient kinds and degree of support.
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3.4 Summary
A brief introduction to the Hong Kong Chinese learners’ orientation to study and 
learning characteristics has been presented in this chapter. Some relevant findings on 
some other local distance learners’ performances have been given as background 
knowledge for reference. Foreign studies and ideas about facilitating learners have 
been borrowed to present the importance of and the strategies for helping these 
learners. Now it is the time to get to know more about the Hong Kong novice distance 
learners of this study in the hope of providing proximal support accordingly. In the 
next chapter, the research design and processes undertaken to seek this understanding 
will be described. The findings will be presented in chapters 5 ,6 ,7  and 8.
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Chapter 4 
Methodology
This chapter gives an overview to the research design, explaining and justifying why 
a qualitative approach was adopted (4.1 - 4.5). An illustration with examples of the 
particular research actions is then given (4.6 - 4.8). A detailed account of the research 
procedures, allowing the readers to follow the development of the study, is finally 
presented (4.9). It shows how the validity of the study has been maintained and the 
development of the author’s reflections as the project progressed.
4.1 Research objectives and questions
The objective of this study was an attempt to look into three main related issues 
which were seen as important. The first of these was to gain a better understanding of 
experiences identified as important to novice part-time students. The second was to 
identify factors with important bearing on learning outcomes and course completion. 
The above two objectives provided a guide to readers to deepen and broaden their 
understanding of what I am looking at. Third, it provided me with a guide to deepen 
and broaden my knowledge of distance education and research experience in 
conducting qualitative research through adopting a longitudinal case study of distance 
learners’ learning experiences.
By responding to the objectives of this study, this research was an organisational 
based study aiming to understand the practice of the OUHK and its novice students. 
The theoretical concerns were to choose appropriate research methods to collect data, 
and to employ appropriate learning theories to discuss the findings. The first concern
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will be discussed and justified in the latter part of this chapter. The second concern is 
explained here. I used a constructivist approach to conduct the literature review, 
analyse and present the research findings and give suggestions. The 
student-interviewees described how they were constructing their experiences and 
knowledge as their study progressed. The University was believed to facilitate its 
students in learning and development rather than being limited to transmitting 
knowledge or skills. Consistent with the constructivist approach, the 
student-interviewees’ real experiences reported became the facts of my research. I 
constructed my ideas and knowledge about the research through understanding the 
student-interviewees, the OUHK, and my understanding of distance education and 
learning, with reference to my previous learning, knowledge and skills gained and the 
new experiences in interacting with the interviewees and the data collected.
To achieve the objectives, the key research questions addressed in this study were:
1. Why did these adult students choose to study an open entry course by distance
learning?
2. How did these novice students manage their study?
3. What had they learned?
The first two questions included information about ‘why’ certain decisions were made 
and ‘what’ had been done. The third question was the outcomes of the decisions made 
and actions taken. They contributed a body of procedure knowledge on the students’ 
study path at the OUHK. To answer the research questions, a qualitative longitudinal 
study was regarded as an optimal approach to be employed. The research activities 
included semi-structured in-depth interviews and telephone discussions, tutorial
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observations and making reference to the relevant OUHK documents. The collected 
data and organised findings were able to help to create a better understanding of the 
novice students’ experiences and to identify the factors that they perceived as 
important in managing their study more effectively and or smoothly.
Understanding and Practice o f  Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f Hong Kong
Methodology
4.2 Overview of the research stages
A brief overview of the stages and actions taken has first been presented in a table to 
provide a general idea of what has been done in this study in order to answer the three 
research questions. Then a discussion of important issues related to research actions 
and a fuller description of each stage will be given, after a presentation of the choice 
of methodology, to provide audit trails for readers’ reference.
Table 4.1: The stages and schedule of research activities.
Time Stage/ Research Activities
September
1997
March
2000
Stage one -  Exploratory Study
- Involved in the Part-timer project, responsible for 
conducting interviews with first-year students in six 
Hong Kong universities
October
1999
January
2000
Stage two -  Preparation
- Gained access to the potential student-interviewees by 
seeking permission from the OUHK
- Visited potential interviewees’ tutorials
- Observed two tutorial groups thrice
- Contacted potential interviewees
February
2000
May
2002
Stage three -  Data collection
- Collected interview data
- Transcribed inteiview data
- Observed a few student-interviewees’ tutorials and 
conducted after-visit discussions
- Organised field notes for further analysis
May 2002 May 2006
Stage four -  Data analysis
- Organised data for further analysis
- Conducted document analysis
- Conducted literature review
Stage five -  Reporting
- Drew implications and made suggestions
- Wrote the report
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4.3 The choice of using a qualitative tradition
In order to answer the three research questions it was necessary to obtain detailed and 
in-depth information which allowed the student-interviewees to tell their own stories. 
Thus a qualitative approach of data collection seemed be more appropriate than using 
a quantitative approach. A discussion of the strengths of the selected research 
methodology is given in the following sections.
4.3.1 The strengths o f a qualitative approach
There is plenty of research literature discussing the use of qualitative or quantitative 
approaches (for example, Cohen and Manion, 1980, 1989; Neuman, 1991; 
Oppenheim, 1992; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2000) and the integrated uses of 
both (for example, Todd, 1989; Branner, 1992; Koumi, 1994). After reading pages 
and pages of research literature, William Blake’s perception of the universe as a 
living organism impressed me the most. His view was put forward by 
Nesfield-Cookson (1987) in Cohen et al (2000).
...All [mechanistic science and the philosophy of materialism] can do is to 
define life in terms of biochemistry, biophysics, vibrations, wavelength 
and so on; they reduce ‘life’ to conceivable measurement, but such a 
conception of life does not embrace the most evident element of all: that 
life can only be known by a living being, by ‘inner’ experience. No matter 
how exact measurement may be, it can never give us an experience of life, 
for life cannot be weighed and measured on a physical scale.
Cohen et al., 2000, p 17.
Patton (1987), in his introductory chapter, gives an account of the strengths and 
weaknesses of qualitative and quantitative methods. To sum up, conducting 
qualitative research
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[permits] the evaluator to study selected issues, cases, or events in depth 
and detail. [It provides] depth and detail [of a study] through direct 
quotation and careful description of programme situations, events, people, 
interactions and observed behaviours.
Patton, 1987, p 9.
A wealth of data
[is] collected as open-ended narrative without attempting to fit programme 
activities or peoples’ experiences into predetermined, standardised 
categories [of responses and analysis.]
Patton, 1987, p 9-10.
As the aim of this study was to gain a better understanding of study experiences with 
reference to the student-interviewees’ first-person experiences in managing their 
study, allowing them to express in their own words as much as possible was more 
appropriate. On one hand, information about their diversified and numerous 
combinations of decisions, actions and experiences, which could not be predicted in 
advance, could be collected. On the other hand, it allowed me to explore their feelings 
and views in a better way, and to report on what related knowledge had been 
discovered and constructed. Data collected from a quantitative approach would not be 
the best way to fulfil the needs of the study. It is impossible to preset criteria or 
questions in the form of quantitative research to ask in detail about the complexity of 
life as reported in the following chapters. In short, if I had presented a survey which 
was constructed from my limited knowledge in this area before doing this study, I 
would have missed a lot of valuable information that readers and I would like to 
know.
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4.3.2 The relevancy o f the study
Flick (1998, p 2) points out that qualitative research “is of specific relevance to the 
study of social relations, owing to the fact of the pluralisation of life worlds.” He 
elaborates further that social researchers are increasingly forced to make use of 
inductive strategies to confront new social contexts and perspectives. As he writes, 
“These are so new for them that their traditional deductive methods are failing in the 
differentiation of objects” (Flick, 1998, p 2).
He suggests to researchers to
design methods so open that they do justice to the complexity of the object 
under study. Here the object under study is the determining factor for 
choosing a method and not the other way round.
Flick, 1998, p 5.
And he continues that “[t]he complexity is caused by the participants’ subjective 
perceptions, social and educational backgrounds related” (Flick, 1998, p 5).
My study looked into the initial learning experiences of a group of part-time distance 
learners. Their educational background, life experiences, perceptions about study and 
learning were unique. Each of them had different views to the world. The ways each 
made sense with the world were so complex that using direct quotations from them 
can
reveal the respondents’ levels of emotion, the way in which they have 
organised the world, their thoughts about what is happening, their 
experiences, and their basic perceptions.
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These echoed and fulfilled the goal of trying to understanding human life experiences, 
that is the study life of the student-interviewees in this research.
The research questions of this study asked the ‘why’, ‘what’ and ‘how’ details. Only 
when using qualitative research (e.g. conducting interview), were respondents free to 
express their views verbally and non-verbally about ‘why’, ‘what’, ‘how’ and even 
‘why-why’. Elaboration for points or unclear views can be clarified on the spot or 
through probing. This is a strength of qualitative research too.
4.3.3 The practice o f reflexivity
Reflexivity of the researcher and the research, as pointed out by Flick (1998), is 
another crucial point worth some discussion. Conducting a qualitative study allowed 
me to reflect on any related actions, including observations, impressions, feelings etc. 
As seen in the latter sections that report the research processes, I continually reflected 
on what had been done at a given moment to improve the design, to aim at a higher 
quality work. To reflect means to learn lessons from the previous steps and to think 
more carefully before taking a further step. The responses from the 
student-interviewees required me to revise and adjust the research plan and schedule 
from time to time in order to fit into the pace and life of the student-interviewees.
4.3.4 The practice o f strength
Learning in the processes through doing a piece of research is one of the targets for a 
doctoral student like me. I regard that building on strength would be a realistic choice 
and could yield a more satisfying learning process. Eisner (1991) puts forward that
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qualitative inquiry places a high premium... on the exploitation of the 
researcher’s unique strength, rather than on standardisation and uniformity. 
Hence, investigators... engage in... field work will do things in ways that 
makes [sic] sense to them, given the problem in which they are interested, 
the aptitude they possess, and the context in which they work.
Eisner, 1991, p 169.
I have been employing and using qualitative research skills since I conducted my first 
undergraduate investigation. I have confidence in using qualitative research skills for 
this important educational issue. I wanted to gain a deeper understanding and to 
sharpen my qualitative research techniques, which was one of the objectives of this 
study.
4.4 Validity and reliability
The issues of validity and reliability are always the most discussed in research of the 
qualitative tradition. Validity of research is “the design of research to provide credible 
conclusions” (Sapsford and Jupp, 1996, p i ) .  The credible conclusions embody the 
arguments about the design of data collection and the ways of data interpretation. 
Reliability is defined as “the consistency of the results obtained when using a 
measure in research” (Sapsford and Evans, 1984, p 259). In order to increase the 
readers’ confidence in the value of this study, the captioned issues were discussed and 
illustrated with the current research design presented as follows.
4.4.1 Literature review on research validity and reliability
Many writers have presented thorough discussions on defending the value and logic 
of qualitative research. For example, Marshall and Rossman say that
an in-depth description showing the complexities of variable and 
interactions will be so embedded with data derived from the setting that it 
cannot help but be valid.
Marshall and Rossman, 1995, p 143.
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Eisner states his view of credibility of a piece of research by saying
Researchers strive to make their conclusions and interpretations as 
credible as possible within the framework they choose to use. Once they 
have met that difficult criterion, their readers are free to make their own 
choices.
Eisner, 1991, p 56. (emphasis in original)
Internal validity can be achieved by keeping a detailed and in-depth description, the 
audit trails, of the study (Patton, 1987; Webb, 1994). Webb states that
[a]n audit trail lists the details of the entire research process including 
the evolution of the research design and the procedures for gaining 
access to the data, data collection and analysis. It serves both to allow 
the external examiner to assess the quality and trustworthiness of [the] 
research and to assist [the researcher] to approach [the] research in more 
self-critical ways and to keep a systematic record of all research events...
Webb, 1994, p 11.
External validity is interpreted in different wording. As put forward by Cohen et al. 
(2000, p 109), it “refers to the degree to which the results can be generalised to the 
wider population, cases or situations”. The idea is considered as comparability and 
transferability by Lincoln and Guba, 1985 and Eisenhart and Howe, 1992. To address 
the issue, Cohen et al. sum up Schofield’s (1993) idea and write that
it is important in qualitative research to provide a clear, detailed and 
in-depth description so that others can decide the extent to which findings 
from one piece of research are generalisable to another situation.
Cohen et al., 2000, p 109.
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Lincoln and Guba (1985, p 316) make clear that the researcher’s task is to “provide 
sufficiently rich data for the readers and users of research to determine whether 
transferability is possible”. In this case, extensive data and thick description are 
needed to meet the demand of the readers. In another word, the external validity can 
be achieved by providing “[a detailed] original theoretical framework to show how 
data collection and analysis will be guided by concepts and models” (Marshall and 
Rossman, 1995, p 144).
Researchers always make reference to findings of previous pieces of research, the 
concept of generalisability being demonstrated when they recognise the application. I 
would say that the reviewing of literature and analysing of new data with reference to 
previous findings or frameworks also reflects some degree of generalisation.
The concept of reliability of a quantitative study assumes “an unchanging universe 
where inquiry could, quite logically, be replicable” (Marshall and Rossman, 1995, p 
145). However, they point out that the assumption itself is problematic. Eisner (1991, 
p 50) makes clear that “[t]he need for replicability is a need for reliability. The need 
for relevance is the need for validity.” The choice of using qualitative research for this 
study based on its relevancy was discussed earlier. There was no need to follow any 
sets of replicable steps.
This point is in the same vein as the concept of reflexivity of study suggested by Flick
(1998). The world is ever changing. It is important to
account for changing conditions in the phenomenon chosen for study as 
well as changes in the design created by increasingly refined 
understanding of the setting.
Marshall and Rossman, 1995, p 145.
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4.4.2 Justifying the validity and reliability o f this study
People, including my subjects and myself, interpret and respond to the changing 
conditions of life. We only reflect and interact with real life with reference to our 
perceptions of our own study contexts. Ail my student-interviewees had their own 
views, rationales and study paths that contributed to decisions to continue their study, 
even though all were taking the same course. However, their study plans were 
different and they gained very different experiences accordingly. They adjusted their 
initial plans and actions according to the circumstances they were facing. In this case, 
the study addressed the issue of reflexivity.
There is a convincing argument that the set of interview schedules was a reliable tool. 
Eleven student-interviewees, including an experienced student, answered the same 
questions and discussion guides in different time slots. As a result, they gave relevant 
responses and information regarding the areas under investigation. This addresses the 
definition of reliability given by Sapsford and Evans, 1984.
Using multi-methods in this study contributed to a higher validity. In this study, 
methodological triangulation, subject triangulation and time triangulation were 
introduced. Methodological triangulation was achieved by using semi-structured 
face-to-face in-depth interviews, telephone discussions, semi-structured minimal 
participant classroom observations and document analysis. Subject triangulation was 
achieved by interviewing groups of people from different previous academic 
backgrounds. They included the student-interviewees: ten novice students and one 
experienced student who all continued their study after taking the business 
communication course, two drop-out students; a tutor and a senior staff member who 
were interviewed on teaching and learning related background particularly. Time
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triangulation was achieved by conducting this longitudinal study with the same group 
of students for at least two years. Patton (1987) also contributes ideas for improving 
the validity and reliability of a piece of qualitative research. He (Patton, 1987, p 8) 
says, “the validity and reliability depend to a great extent on the methodology skills, 
sensitivity and training of the evaluator”.
I have practised and developed the use of interviews, observation and content analysis 
skills both in study and at work. I have gained an understanding and necessary skills 
through first-person learning and through taking advice from experts. Keeping an 
audit trail can help readers to confirm the quality of this study.
I followed the advice given by different writers by presenting the methodology and 
research steps in this chapter in foil detail, and to make my conclusions and 
interpretations as credible as possible with reference to the data collected and 
discussion within the framework chosen. Thus I did provide a solid base for 
achieving a higher validity.
Marshall and Rossman (1995, p 145) remind readers that qualitative researchers 
should keep a balance of subjectivity and the objectivity of a study to avoid data and 
interpretation bias. Subjectivity is indeed needed to a certain extent as researchers 
have “to gain some understanding, even empathy, for the research participants in 
order to gain entry into their world” which allows researchers to describe the complex 
context in detail. Furthermore, objectivity has its place to ensure if a study can be 
confirmed. The issue was addressed by the style of writing this report. Using plain 
language, that is no using of judgmental or emotional wording, was a way to maintain
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a level of objectivity.
Whether the findings are generalisible to students of other schools or institutions can 
be determined by the readers themselves. Most of the students shared similar 
characteristics of life style in the same institution. The detailed presentation of the 
background of the study and the literature review can help readers to decide initially 
whether the study is applicable to the contexts or settings they planned to apply.
In short, the detailed planning, mindful actions and cautious analytical procedures 
performed in this study were used to address the notions of validity and reliability in 
qualitative research. The sections that follow will help to justify the design of the data 
collection and the methods of data interpretation which brought about the credible 
conclusions.
4.5 Adopting a longitudinal case study for this study
A longitudinal case study approach was adopted in this research to address the 
research questions. It provided a clear and deeper understanding of the 
student-interviewees’ experiences in responding to the what, why and how questions.
4.5.1 The choice o f adopting a case study approach
Cohen et al. (2000) present views of case studies contributed by different 
methodologists. Adelman et al. (1980) cited in (Cohen et al., 2000, p 181) say that 
“[case design is] the study of an instance in action”. Cohen et al. further elaborate by 
saying that
[t]he single instance is of a bounded system, for example ...a class, a 
school, a community. It provides a unique example of real people in real
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situations, enabling readers to understand ideas more clearly than simply 
by presenting them with abstract theories or principles.
Cohen et al., 2000, p 181.
As put forward by Patton, qualitative data collected for a case study can provide
detailed descriptions of situations, events, people, interactions, and 
observed behaviours; direct quotations from people about their 
experiences, attitudes and beliefs, and thoughts; and excerpts or entire 
passages from documents, correspondence, records, and case histories.
Patton, 1980, p 22.
Cohen et al. (2000) present a similar view. Case study allows the researcher to 
“investigate and report the complex dynamic and unfolding interaction of events, 
human relationships and other factors in a unique instance” (Cohen et al., 2000, p 182) 
which is particularly valuable when the researcher has “little control over events” 
(Hitchcock and Hughes, 1995, p 316). The nature of this Tittle control’ allows the 
flexibility of discovering important issues that might not be clearly foreseen before 
data collection.
In other words, case studies are useful when researchers want to understand some 
specific problems or contexts in great detail, and
where one can identify cases rich in information -  rich in the sense that a 
great deal can be learned from a few exemplars of the phenomenon in 
question.
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An application of learning from some exemplars could help research readers to 
understand the phenomenon in some other similar contexts. Presented in Cohen et al. 
(2000), Adelman et al. (1980) state one of the advantages of case study data is 
“strong in reality” as case studies
are down-to-earth and attention-holding, in harmony with die reader’s own 
experience, and thus provide a ‘natural’ basis for generalisation.
Cohen et al., 2000, p 184.
The claim addressed the issue of generalisability again.
This research looked into a group of part-time distance learners in the OUHK context, 
a situation in which I had totally no control on the students’ learning experiences. 
They had unique characteristics and experiences that part-time students of other 
institutions, at least in Hong Kong, did not share. They studied and interacted within 
the bounded system of the OUHK. The OUHK has been providing part-time study in 
a distance learning mode high in complexity as the University and its students 
interacted with one and another without a preset rigid schedule. Students were free to 
choose their preferred programmes of study with a combination of compulsory and 
elective courses at their own choice of time and their own pace as long as the courses 
were available. In order to get a closer look at them, the case study approach is an 
appropriate method to follow and report in detail about their learning events.
The readers of this research can make their own decisions in response to the findings. 
This research aimed to look in-depth into the first years of distance learners’ learning
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experiences. Educational institutions which provide part-time and/or distance learning 
courses can make reference to improve their programmes and support. Points and 
views expressed by the research subjects can provide rich information to a cohort of 
education staff in the hope of helping students to study more effectively. Potential 
students would also like to be better informed and could be able to learn from others’ 
experiences before deciding to take up the study.
4.5.2 The choice o f doing a longitudinal study
An one-shot data collection action could not fulfil the goal of the case study 
appropriately. As written by Sapsford and Jupp, a longitudinal study allowed me
to relate the past experience and the present day attitudes and actions of 
the subjects under study... [It enables the researcher] to collect a wide 
range of data about a large number of variables at different stages of the 
same individual’s life.
Sapsford and Jupp, 1996, p 8.
When more data are collected at the appropriate time for a study, it adds to the overall 
validity (Sapsford and Jupp, 1996). Spending a longer time in the research process 
allows the establishment of a mutual trust between the researcher and the research 
subjects. In turn, this improves the validity of the data and the research findings.
A longitudinal study can provide chances to clarify or follow up data collected in the 
preceding periods. More focused, critical and valuable data can be selected from a big 
pool of raw data. A careful organisation and analysis of data collected through 
different methods can help to identify a more vivid theme.
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When the organised findings are presented with reference to a time line, research 
subjects’ change of views or practice can be traced and explained. It takes time for 
research themes to emerge. It takes time for the researcher to select, to “digest” and 
“extract the juice” of the “research crop”. I would argue that, in this case, the 
researcher might have more confidence to believe that the evolved theme deserves 
effort and time to further investigate, to discuss and to present for other readers. This 
is very important when the research aims to see the development of human learning.
The trade-off of a longitudinal study is time costly. However, it was necessary to 
invest effort and time for a quality study since this would lead to gain much 
knowledge from the group of students participating in this study and provide rich 
information for research consumers including the potential students.
This longitudinal case study employed in-depth, semi-structured, face-to-face 
interviews, telephone discussions, semi-structured minimal participant classroom 
observations, covert observation during visits to tutorials, and document analysis to 
collect data. Using of multi-method serves two purposes. First, it serves to collect rich 
and relevant data for analysis. Second, it serves to triangulate the data collected in 
each method so as to yield a higher validity.
In-depth interview data are the main data and have been used as a platform for 
integrating and discussing of all data and findings in this study. Data collected from 
in-depth interviews with students and classroom observations in this research 
provided me detailed information to help answer the research questions.
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Related documents in the context of the study provide much information ready to be 
analysed or made reference to without taking the extra steps of data collection. They 
can be seen as qualitative data. This largely facilitates the understanding of the 
research and the context of the study. Bernard remarks that
I see no reason to collect new data in the field if there are documentary 
resources already available that address some of your research questions.
Bernard, 1988, p 294.
Another reason for analysing documents “is the belief that the effects of the 
[researcher] on the data are reduced, thereby improving internal validity” 
(Jupp, 1996, p 298).
A combination of multi research methodologies has allowed me to collect substantial 
data to help understanding the student-interviewees’ learning experiences on one hand. 
On the other hand, it has contributed to a discussion of methodology appropriate for 
conducting qualitative research with distance learners. It can also provide a 
discussion platform for methodology used in the field of part time students’ learning 
experiences. These are the reasons to support the decision of the research activities.
4.5.3 Generalisation o f a longitudinal case study
It was discussed in previous sections that valid and reliable research allows readers to 
generalise the findings of the research. I have argued for the validity and reliability of 
data collected for this longitudinal case study approach. It now is time to discuss the 
generalisibility of case study.
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Eisner (1991) discusses the generalisability of qualitative case studies. He proposes 
that learning requires transferring. Transfer of learning “is a process that has 
generalizing features” (Eisner, 1991, p 198). In the real world, there will not be two 
identical contexts or situations. Therefore, “generalization must occur” (Eisner, 1991,
p 202).
Strong reality is an advantage of conducting a longitudinal case study. It provides an 
authentic foundation for generalisation (Cohen et al., 2000). A longitudinal case study 
with multiple methods can collect a bigger pool of authentic data when compared 
with data collected from a one-off contact. It fulfils the requirement of gaining 
sufficiently rich data for research users to determine the generalisability (Lincoln and 
Guba, 1985) of the findings.
“Qualitative case studies are full of opportunities for generalization”, as asserted by 
Eisner (1991, p 207). The issue here is what to transfer or generalize, where to 
transfer and with whom to generalize. Eisner (1991) states that
[t]he ability to generalize skills, images and ideas across situations 
appropriately represents one form of human intelligence... Knowing 
which perspective to adopt for what purposes is part of the generalizing 
process, and this human ability is particularly relevant in assessing the 
utilities of qualitative case studies.
Eisner 1991, p 198.
There are at least two relatively common types of generalisation, “anticipatory [and] 
retrospective generalization” (Eisner, 1991, p 204, emphasis in original). Anticipatory 
generalisation focuses on using what has been learned from a piece of research to
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think about the future (Eisner, 1991). It allows research report readers to plan and 
arrange for the future. Perhaps the action could help these people to make better or 
more appropriate decisions and avoid mistakes. Retrospective generalisation focuses 
on using what has been learned to “recall and to find significance in an array of prior 
experiences” (Eisner, 1991, p 206). That is, research report readers can refer to the 
findings to their previous experiences, to reflect on what and how things were done. I 
would argue that the readers can reflect on current practice as well.
Eisner suggests that “[w]e generalize through formal inference, through attribute 
analysis, and through image matching” (Eisner, 1991, p 202, emphasis in original). In 
other words, to enable a useful generalisation, people must be able to recognise the 
similarities between the two situations, to know which perspectives to be adopted and 
to know the purposes of doing so (Eisner, 1991).
I would agree with Eisner’s view (1991) that both the researchers and the research 
consumers have the responsibility to generalise findings. Both parties should have the 
intelligence to identify contexts in which generalisation could occur. That is, we are 
able to identify similar contexts in which to apply learning. When I suggest that my 
research findings can be applied to discuss phenomena seen in some other relevant 
contexts, I am generalising the findings. When the research consumers make use of 
the suggestions to analyse or change their original practice, they are generalising my 
learning to become their learning. It is hoped that there will be plenty of meaningful 
learning seen in other situations in the future.
The contexts to which my research findings can be transferred are discussed in 
Chapter Eleven.
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4.6 Using semi-structured face-to-face interview
There are advantages and challenges in using the semi-structured face-to-face 
interview to collect data through a period of time. As the advantages of using it are 
the crucial considerations for this study, they out-weigh the challenges. In fact, the 
challenges offered me a chance to learn and served as a sort of signpost to take 
careful steps in the process of data collection.
4.6.1 Advantages
Presented by Cohen et a l , Tuckman in 1972 suggested that interviews
make it possible to measure what a person knows (knowledge or 
information), what a person likes or dislikes (values and preferences), 
what a person thinks (attitudes and beliefs).
Cohen et al, 2000, p 268.
The main purpose of the qualitative research methodology aims to yield better clues 
to fulfilling particular intentions than some quantitative methods (Brenner et al, 1985). 
The method allows “intense interaction between the researcher and the subjects in 
their own milieu” and it “[encourages] people to reveal in their own words their 
feelings about the subject” (Bremier et al, 1985, p 121).
Interviews allow researchers to investigate the research subjects in greater depth than 
other methods (Cohen and Manion, 1980; Cohen et al, 2000) because both parties 
involved have the chance to clarify any queries on the spot. Brenner et al (1985, p 3) 
offer explanations for this. First of all, it allows the interviewer and the interviewee to 
“explore the meaning of the questions and answers involved”. It provides chances for 
negotiation, to clarify any doubts about the situation and an opportunity to conduct
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follow-up checks to avoid misunderstandings. Second, it is possible to give “rapid, 
immediate responses” (p 3) which enable a high and on-the-spot response rate. Third, 
“face-to-face interviews permit the collection of the most extensive data on each 
person questioned” (p 3). Therefore, although the number of subjects was limited due 
to the time-consuming nature of the method, rich and complex data can be collected. 
Fourth, as described in Cohen et al. (2000), open-ended questions are flexible and 
allow interviewers to guide interviewees to provide details, to help to minimise any 
misunderstanding or to clarify interpretation. The question type may “encourage 
co-operation and help establish rapport” (Cohen et al., 2000, p 275). Fifth, as learned 
from personal experience, a semi-structured interview allows interviewees freedom to 
give opinions, but within a planned framework. During the interpretation of data 
collected, the guided questions provide a skeleton for initial analysis. Last, I observed 
an additional advantage of using guided questions in the interviews. The probing and 
prompting gave an impression to the interviewees that I was well-prepared. It gave 
the interviewees the feeling that I was attentive and interested in their answers. The 
communication style encouraged co-operation and a better relationship between the 
two parties involved. It might yield truer and more sincere responses which may 
improve reliability and validity in turn.
To provide rich and detailed information to cater for the needs of readers of various 
perspectives, a wide range of sources of selected subjects should be collected and 
presented. In-depth interviews were conducted with the student-interviewees and a 
senior staff member of the University. In addition, Trudy, the tutor whom I first 
contacted and visited to find potential student-interviewees for this study, was 
contacted for a telephone discussion. The two staff members provided knowledge of
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the learning context from the University angles. Apart from them, no other tutors 
were interviewed.
4.6.2 Challenges
The first challenge to conducting an interview is to establish research validity, this 
being one of the limitations in conducting interviews. The characteristics of the 
interviewer and the respondent, and the content of the designed questions are 
sources of potential bias. However, Cohen et al. say that,
we, as researchers, are part of the world that we are researching, we cannot 
be completely objective about that... [Ojther people’s perspectives are 
equally as valid as our own, and the task of research is to uncover these.
Cohen et al., 2000, p 106.
To improve the quality of the study, I kept a balance between objectivity and 
subjectivity to the topics and claims made by the interviewees; misunderstandings 
about the questions and responses between the interviewees and myself should be 
avoided or clarified as soon as possible. In addition, question words should be used 
carefully to allow free opinions without showing preferences to the point of view of 
the interviewer (Cohen et al., 2000). These are some of the ways to refrain from 
unnecessary bias in order to achieve higher validity.
Second, using interviews in research is a very time-consuming way of gaining access 
to interviewees, contacting, interviewing, transcribing and analysing, and presenting 
findings. The situation was worsened as I was a part-time student as well. We had to 
meet our work demands too!
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Tutors might not be willing to be interviewed if they did not follow the University’s 
required styles of conducting tutorials or were not welcomed by students. I was aware 
of a potential danger that the tutors might not tell the truth. Therefore, tutors’ data 
were collected by observing some of the student-interviewees’ tutorial sessions and 
through analysing the relevant information revealed by the students through 
interviews.
Transcribing interviews was the fourth problem. In addition to the time spent which 
was prepared for, the language issue was another concern. Cantonese was used in all 
interviews, except the one conducted with the senior staff. This report was presented 
in English. Many slang or colloquial Cantonese expressions had to be translated and 
transcribed in meaning instead of from word to word. Effort and time spent on 
dealing with transcription were much more than expected. Although this would not 
hinder the readers’ understanding of the interviewees’ feelings or meaning, it could 
not give readers the exact moods or emotions of the speakers.
4.6.3 Interview in use
Interview data collected provided the main data in this research as I was not able to 
observe the students’ learning experiences closely and of course could not participate 
in their learning procedures. From the interview data, I got to know the 
student-interviewees’ decisions, actions, study related events and feelings in their 
study. They would also explain and evaluate with reference to their own learning, 
their work and the provision of support and facilities of the OUHK. All these aspects 
interacted with each other to form the context of the student-interviewees’ study
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experiences.
By listening to the answers, I was able to cross check comments and observations of 
and between the student-interviewees on the same issues. For example, 
student-interviewees described their tutors’ styles in conducting tutorials in courses 
taken in the interviews. It so happened that a few students took the same courses 
during the period of data collection. They verified each other’s observations and 
experiences. In fact, this was a form of data triangulation.
I used the data from the first in-depth interview to design the questions of the second 
in-depth interview to which two topics were added. One was their views on 
developing a sense of belonging. Another one was their view on being interviewed. 
An explanation of the schedule design has been included in Section 4.9.
4.7 Using observation
Obseivation allowed researchers to see the reality in person. Using it carefully can 
provide readers a three dimensional view to the research context in additional use of 
interview data in this study. It served the purpose of triangulation of other data 
collected, in turn, improved the validity of the report.
4.7.1 Advantages and limitations
Minimal participant observation was employed in the preparation stage of this study 
to facilitate the gathering of data from interviews and telephone discussion data. 
Observation offers researchers the chance to collect “‘live’ data from ‘live’ situations” 
(Cohen et al., 2000, p 305). The data collected through this action “should enable the
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researcher to enter and understand the situation that is being described” (Patton, 1990, 
p 202) in the first hand to contribute knowledge of the world for readers to access it 
(Foster, 1996). Morrison says that the research activity “enables the researchers to 
gather data on: the physical setting, the human setting, the interactional setting, the 
programme setting” (Morrison, 1993, p 80, emphasis in origin). One of the 
advantages is that “data from observation can be a useful check on, and supplement to, 
information obtained from other sources” (Patton, 1990, p 202). That is, it serves the 
purpose of triangulation of data collected from another source. In addition, it 
“[increases] the expressiveness of the data gathered in other ways” (Flick, 1998, p 
140).
However, observation has its limitations. Researchers have to first gain access to the 
“environment, event or behaviour of interest” (Foster, 1996, p 59) and this can be 
fraught with difficulties. Observation without conversations between the observer and 
the observed people enables the observer to obtain information about visible 
behaviours but cannot elicit the observed people’s thoughts or feelings. In this study 
the observation to the tutorials that pre-arranged with some student-interviewees did 
not allow any chance for the observed people, particularly the tutors, to justify their 
actions. In order to overcome this limitation, after-visit discussions with some 
student-interviewees were carried out. They shared their views and feelings about 
their tutors and the observed tutorials.
4.7.2 Key issues related to observation
There are a few issues that have to be explained in relation to the use of observation 
in this study. First, a “semi-structured obseiwation” (Cohen et al., 2000, p 306) was
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used. It was conducted with “an agenda of issues but [data were gathered] to 
illuminate these issues in a far less pre-determined or systematic manner” (Cohen et 
a l, 2000, p 305). Second, the less-structured observation aimed
to produce detailed, qualitative descriptions of human behaviour that 
illuminate social meanings and shared culture.... which places the 
perspectives of group members at its heart and reflects the richness and 
complexity of their social world.
Foster, 1996, p 61.
The collected data included most issues on a checklist that was suggested by Spradley 
(1980). Each field note included basic infoimation of administrative arrangements, 
physical setting and the interactions between tutees and tutors. Notes were put in the 
form of “quick, fragmentary jottings of key words/symbols” (Cohen et a l, 2000, p 
311). However, the feelings expressed could only be observed and interpreted by me 
from facial expressions or sounds, like laughter or sighs heard to be made by the 
observed parties. To check if the perception was valid, the after-visit discussions were 
conducted with the student-interviewees soon after the observations.
Third, it was necessary to shift the roles of the observer with reference to the main 
purposes of the observation. Gold (1958) and Junker (1960) suggest four roles of the 
researcher in using observation, ranging from complete observer to complete 
participant. The choice was made to satisfy the goals of observation for collecting 
most relevant data.
Fourth, seeking permission is an important and a necessary step when observation is 
conducted openly (Foster, 1996, p 66). However, the trade-off is that people who
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know they are being observed might behave differently from how they would have 
behaved if unobserved (Foster, 1996, p 74). To discover the truth, I decided to leave 
the tutors and other students of the visited classes uninformed about my purpose.
Cohen et al. (2000) and Eisner (1991) discuss the issue of ethical tensions in 
conducting research. There could be some defensible principles for judging if an act 
is ethical. However, some principles might be contradictory to some others. Eisner 
writes that one of the considerations for withholding some information is to increase
the probability that a socially beneficial study will go forward. One also 
believes that the information withheld will cause no harm to those 
studied... the potential gains far outweigh the potential harm. In fact, the 
probability of harm is quite small.
Eisner, 1991, p 220.
He further elaborates that
different contexts and situations require intelligent judgment, not simple 
strictures. Indeed, we frequently embrace social norms that recognize the 
need not to ask for consent from others we observe because if we asked 
for such consent, we could not secure the infonnation we need, 
information that serves the public good.
Eisner, 1991, p 220. (emphasis in original)
The judgment on the “substantial contributions to the public good warrant a ‘minor’ 
invasion of individuals’ privacy” (Eisner, 1991, 221). Based on this viewpoint and to 
handle the dilemmas related to the ethical issue, I chose to practice a covert 
obseivation (Cohen et al., 2000), that is not to inform the students and tutors of the 
visited tutorials. The reasons are listed as follows.
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1. I believe that the findings based on the observed data contribute to a substantial 
understanding of the mismatches in students’ learning in the distance mode of 
education. In addition, it also contributes to readers’ understanding of the real 
practice in some of the tutorials.
2. I believed that the revealing of the observed information on tutors’ practice served 
the public good to learners and educators in the distance learning context, at least 
people of the OUHK. The data came along with my observations of the 
pre-arranged tutorial visits with the student-interviewees. If I missed any 
information, I would waste some valuable data about the University’s support and 
training of their tutors.
3. The situation and information collected were out of my control. Tutors’ 
performance and tutoring styles were not the top priority of this research action 
initially. One of the aims of this study was to understand how the 
student-interviewees managed their study. The function of the tutorial observation 
was to observe the student-interviewees’ performance and their interactions with 
their peers and tutors. The information served to triangulate what the 
student-interviewees expressed orally. It happened that the information was 
potentially rich to discuss and explain the mismatched issues of students about 
how to manage their study, and the training of and the practice of tutors’ tutoring 
styles. The context and other findings required me to incorporate the data 
although I had no intention to do so when observing the student-interviewees in 
their classrooms.
4. It was not a secret to the public that tutors might not perform according to the 
training manual. There was no harm to present the field notes and a discussion of 
the tutoring styles. The student-interviewees had indeed indicated different styles
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of tutoring in the interviews. The incorporation of the observed information 
provided a three dimensional picture, and to verify what had been described 
verbally. That is, through my own eyes, I knew and confirmed the reality about 
which I had had some ideas already.
So, in order to make sense with the situation meaningfully, to find the truth and not to 
cause any worries, I made the decision. However, I still had to maintain the ethical 
consideration of confidentiality. This was the basic principle that guided me to take 
several actions to protect the tutors so that they would not be identified by other 
students or their colleagues.
Obsei'yation sldlls
I became equipped with some observations skills through my classroom practice 
when I was a teacher. I am familiar with classroom interactions and atmosphere. 
However, I am still a novice when employing observation as a method to collect data 
in research. Therefore, I took the chance to learn the skill. I expected that I could 
employ observation in a larger scale if necessaiy in future research activities.
Protecting the tutors
Tutors’ identities were protected by writing up some composite cases in Chapter Nine 
when introducing their tutorial styles, even though reality had to be reflected. The aim 
of doing this was to disguise actual identity and to protect the tutors’ and the 
student-interviewees’ confidentiality. Similar pieces of information offered by several 
student-interviewees would be put together to become composite cases. Tutors and 
tutees belonging to the same tutorial groups of student-interviewees might share
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similar feelings. Other University tutors and students might also realise similar 
experiences. This would help more tutors and students to find themselves and share 
their views and feelings through ‘the mirror’. When student-interviewees reported 
special or unique cases in referring to their contacts with their tutors, the cases were 
not reported directly. This avoided the identification between the tutors and the 
student-interviewees.
Another reason for composing tutors’ performance was to decrease the number of 
tutors mentioned in the study. As there were more than twenty tutors referred to, a 
potential confusion of individuals could have arisen. The action was taken to avoid 
chaos. Pseudonyms all beginning with the letter ‘T’ were created and put between 
brackets to indicate a tutoring style rather than to represent a single person. Trudy, the 
only tutor interviewed, was renamed, to indicate the real person instead of 
representing a tutoring style. Her created name was not put in brackets.
4.8 Analysing and referring to the OUHK documents
Document analysis and referencing to some of the OUHK documents served at least 
two functions. First, it provided readers with some background information of the 
University related to this study. Second, it served for counter checking of interview 
data and observation data, that is, to triangulate data from different sources.
Analysing documents which were purposely selected, particularly the Tutor 
orientation & training manual (The Open University of Hong Kong, 2000b), aimed 
to provide a background of tutor duties and skills required. It filled in some of the 
gaps of tutors’ perspective which I was not able to gain from them easily. Whether
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their practice in tutorials matched with the University’s requirements or the students’ 
needs were crucial in answering the research questions. The manual also served as a 
tool to triangulate interview and observation data. It facilitated the main data 
collected from student-interviewees, especially the issues on tutor support in their 
learning.
Useful information was extracted from selected documents to help answer the three 
research questions. Quotations from the printed matters were included where 
necessary. Content pages were included in the appendix section. It was hoped that the 
action could help readers who were not able to access the documents to have at least a 
brief idea of what might be included in the texts. These contributed to an 
understanding of the requirements of students and services provided by the University. 
It allows readers to make sense with corresponding issues from different perspectives.
4.9 A fuller description of research stages and activities
In total there were five stages in doing this study, starting from an exploratory study 
and ending up with the writing up of the whole thesis.
4.9.1 Stage One -  Exploratory Study
In Chapter One it was stated that I developed an interest to know more about the 
novice distance learning students when being involved in the Part-timer project. 
During that time, I took the opportunity to polish my interview skills in conducting 
in-depth interviews and enhanced my content analysis skills. I was able to meet some 
OUHK students in tutorials and on the campus when fulfilling my duties. I also 
enjoyed the chances of talking to some OUHK staff. It made my access to classrooms 
and students relatively easy.
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I started to prepare for my data collection activities after being permitted to join the 
tutorials of the potential research targets. I did not go through the literature review in 
the first place for two reasons. The first reason was to address the research 
methodology appropriately. Grace says that
many qualitative and ethnographic researchers describe their research as 
evolving through progressive modifications occasioned by unforeseen 
events in the field and by the reflective act of reporting.
Grace, 1990, p 23.
Grace (1990, p 23) also reports Smith’s work (1978) by saying “how accidental 
occurrences can influence the focus of the work”. Early literature reviewed might 
structure me into a framework which might not be sufficiently flexible. Revision of 
the literature framework to address emerged themes after data analysis would cost 
much time and effort again. The issue of student-University mismatch emerged 
during the first stage of inter-interview data analysis while this was not planned 
initially in the research design. I regarded this as an important issue worth much 
discussion after reflection. I then was reminded to select and read related literature in 
greater details.
The second reason was that I gained an idea what data should be collected in the 
exploratory study. In the Part-timer project I had read a number of writings to support 
team members and contribute to writing up papers. I had an idea about the scope of 
my study. In preparing the interview schedule for the novice students in the project in 
the exploratory stage, thorough discussion was made between the project leader and 
me. During the time of interview and data collection for the project, key issues that 
students saw as important emerged. These all helped to design the first interview
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schedule of the current study. That is to say, I enjoyed the advantage of having 
foreknowledge before starting the study formally.
Both reasons saved me time and energy as I did not need to go over a detailed 
literature search without a focus related to the natural emergence of themes before 
and after data collection. However, I had to be reflective and critical in organising and 
analysing data collected, which allowed issues to emerge.
4.9.2 Stage Two — Preparation
Going into the tutorial classes provided me the advantages of observing classes and 
meeting potential student interviewees. The reason for approaching the selected 
classes was to obtain access to samples that would satisfy the needs of the study. 
Permission was sought from a course co-ordinator and an experienced tutor, Trudy, 
for going into tutorial classes.
There were three reasons for choosing the course and the tutor. First, the School of 
Business and Administration has the biggest student population, which indicated a 
higher chance to get sufficient research subjects. Second, the undergraduate 
programmes of the School did not require students to have any particular previous 
knowledge or qualifications. It then attracted those typical students who would be 
involved in distance education in Hong Kong for a qualification through open entry. I 
have to say that I have no intention to claim them as being representatives of a wider 
population from different Schools of the University. Third, Trudy had established a 
rapport for her quality work in conducting tutorials. A consistent number of tutees 
attended her tutorials quite frequently. This meant that there was a higher probability
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of meeting more students more than once. Identifying potential student-interviewees 
was relatively successful.
The first visit was made in mid-November, 1999, with some thinking having been 
done in advance. This time was chosen because paying visits in the early weeks of the 
course might exert pressure both to the tutor and the tutees. In addition, the number of 
students attending tutorials was relatively unsteady. In the first two visits, after 
introducing the purpose of my presence, I sat at one of the comers to take the role as 
‘minimal-participant observer’. I participated in discussion once in a while to develop 
a relationship and to give a friendly impression to the groups. A contact list was 
circulated in both sessions. More than thirty-five names were collected after this.
4.9.3 Stage three -  Data collection
Interview data, telephone discussion data, observation data and after-visit discussions 
data were collected between January 2000 and April 2002.
Data collection by interviewing
There were some practical issues related to the research interview which needed to be 
discussed. These issues included: 1) contacting the student-interviewees, 2) setting 
interview schedules, 3) completing a student-interviewee information sheet, 4) tape- 
recording the interviews, and 5) deciding the language used in the interviews. All 
student-interviewees studied the business communication course in the School of 
Business and Administration of the University and attended the same tutorials 
conducted by Trudy during the earliest stage of the research.
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All the students on the contact list were approached in person, through telephone or 
e-mail. Eventually twelve students participated in the study, whose names were 
created to maintain the anonymity. Their background information is presented in 
Table 4.2. Except Bertha, Hugo and Esther, all were taking the business 
communication course as their first or second courses. Bertha had finished only a 
single course before the first interview. She was still in the early stage of doing her 
expected degree. As Hugo discontinued for a long period of time after taking a 
preparatory course, he was considered as a novice student. Esther (the pseudonym 
given because the first syllable sounded similar to the word “experienced”, aimed to 
remind readers that she was an experienced student) had been taking courses for two 
years, interviewing her was to serve the purpose of subject triangulation. As my focus 
of the study was novice students’ experiences, there was no need to gain data from 
more than one experienced student. She was asked the same sets of questions as other 
student-interviewees. There was no intention for doing a comparative analysis 
between the novices and Esther. Therefore her experiences were presented along with 
all the novices. Two dropped-out students were asked on the telephone for the reasons 
behind their decision to drop. Donald was interviewed in the first round and contacted 
for two telephone follow-ups. However, it was very difficult to contact him as he had 
to go away for work trips very often. In addition, although I managed to discuss with 
him twice on phone, his voice was so weak that I could hardly hear clearly during the 
time on the phone and for transcribing. To avoid disturbing him and his family, and to 
allow my data collection to go more smoothly, I decided not to contact him further.
Conducting two rounds of face-to-face in-depth interviews was done to gain rich data 
to follow the study progress and determine if there were changes over time of the
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interviewees, which was the goal of a longitudinal study. Only two students, Ian and 
Hugo, chose to be interviewed by telephone in the second in-depth interview to save 
traveling time. Interviews conducted with the student-interviewees started formally in 
January 2000. The reason for conducting telephone discussions throughout the year 
was to first keep a record of the students’ learning process and progress. It would be 
difficult for interviewees to recall events or decisions made after some months. The 
second was to keep them in contact so as to ensure that I could study the group of 
students throughout the research. Of course there was no guarantee that all 
student-interviewees would continue their study although they were involved in this 
longitudinal study. Luckily all the student-interviewees continued their studies, 
although a few took breaks.
My subjects were first asked to complete a background information form before the 
first interview started (Appendix A). The form served two purposes. First, it helped to 
collect basic information for further reference. Second it was a proof of their 
willingness to participate in the study. Their information can be summarised as 
follows.
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Table 4.2: Student-interviewees’ educational backgrounds, working and family 
information.
Name
Secondary
education/
stream
Post-secondary school/ tertiary 
education
Total
working
years
Family
Alice F.6Commerce
Part-time diploma at a Hong Kong 
traditional university 8 Single
Angela Grade 12, Canada NIL 5 Single
Bertha F.5Arts
Part-time courses at an 
ex-polytechnic institution, Hong 
Kong
23
Married 
with one 
child
Cathy F.5Science
Full-time one year secretarial course, 
in a commercial institution, Hong 
Kong
13
Married
without
children
Dennis F.6Science
Full-time diploma at a tertiary 
institution of commerce, Hong Kong 20
Married 
with one 
child
Hugo F.5Arts
The OUHK, (studied a single 
introductory course a few years ago) 12
Married
without
children
Ian F.5Commerce NIL 8 Single
Jason F.7Science
Full-time higher diploma at an 
ex-polytechnic institution, Hong 
Kong
10
Married
without
children
Stella F.5Commerce
Part-time higher certificate at an 
ex-polytechnic institution, Hong 
Kong
Over 10 Single
Wayne F.5Science NIL 13
Married 
with two 
children
Esther* F.7Science
Started at OUHK in 1997 (gained 35 
credits already before the first 
in-depth interview)
2 Single
Donald# F.5Science
Part-time courses in an ex­
polytechnic institution, Hong Kong 10 Single
*Esther was an experienced student. Interviewing her served for subject triangulation. 
# Donald was not contacted again after two telephone discussions.
The objectives of the research were then explained. The interviewees’ consent was 
obtained to make audio recordings of the interviews. They were also guaranteed that 
their identity would be protected.
103
Themes of the first interview included their decisions made about studying at the 
University, expectations, preparation, problems faced, strategies employed, support 
received, evaluating of current study, and overviews (Appendix B). The themes of the 
second in-depth interview were basically similar to the first schedule with two aspects 
added, a sense of belonging and their feelings about participating in the research 
study (Appendix C).
The issue of developing a sense of belonging was not addressed in the first interview 
but was dealt with in the second in-depth interview. In the first interview, the issue 
was dealt with by asking indirect questions relevant to their relationship with other 
people at the University, including their course mates, tutors and other staff. From the 
findings in the Part-timer project, it was seen that a sense of belonging might not be 
developed in most of the first year part-time students involved. However, a relatively 
higher number of experienced students claimed that they built a sense of belonging to 
their university or related people. It was more sensible to wait until the second 
in-depth interview at the time the student-interviewees had all studied at the OUHK at 
least for a year.
The question “What do you think of my interviews with you over the year?” was 
asked in the second in-depth interview to see if the students were reflective. The issue 
was actually inspired by an interviewee in one of the telephone discussions. Cohen Qt 
a l .  present that
one can only impute meaning to them retrospectively, by the process of 
turning back on oneself and looking at what has been going on. In other 
words, meaning can be accounted for in this way by the concept of 
reflexivity.
Cohen Qt a l . ,  2000, p 24.
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The issue was again addressed in the final telephone discussion after a year of the 
second in-depth interview by asking an overall evaluative question “Do you think that 
you are an effective OUHK student?” as a second chance of reflection.
Between the in-depth interviews, a few telephone discussions were conducted with 
each student-interviewee. A list of topics was used to ask about interviewees’ 
experiences of issues closely related to their study (Appendix D). The sequences 
would follow on the topics that were brought up by the student-interviewees. Issues 
that were not brought up naturally during the conversations were prompted. About a 
year after the second in-depth interview, all interviewees were contacted by telephone 
again to give a brief account on their study.
Reflecting from the experiences gained from the first in-depth interview and after the 
first two rounds of telephone follow-ups with most students, I learned that to contact 
the student-interviewees between courses would be better than contacting them in the 
middle of courses. Students were busy and they would not have much to tell every 
two months. However, they still had fresh memories of the semester that just finished. 
I could collect data on their past experiences and new plans for the coming semester 
at the same time. Therefore other follow-up discussions and the second in-depth 
interviews were conducted between courses except according to the 
student-interviewees’ choices.
Key issues in inteiwiews
Semi-structured face-to-face interviews were conducted with the student-interviewees 
who continued their study during the data collection periods. Telephone interviews 
were used when the interviewees were difficult to meet because of time limitations.
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At the end, two in-depth interviews with two busy student-interviewees were 
conducted through telephone exchanges. Telephone discussions were conducted with 
two students who reported that they would drop-out after taking the first course when 
being first contacted as the potential interviewees. The action was taken in the hope 
of seeking information on why they dropped out.
Being able to gain student-interviewees’ view across time changes was a crucial issue 
in this longitudinal study. The first in-depth interview asked about the interviewees’ 
initial studying experience. The second in-depth interview asked a bit on a 
comparison of experiences between the starting of their study and a year after. The 
design helped the researcher to see what and how students changed during their 
studies. Ian’s change in attitude in viewing his English language competency and 
action taken to face it between the interviews illustrated that one-shot data collection 
could not provide sufficient data for an in-depth investigation of the students’ learning 
experiences in this study. This example also gave hint that the choice of a longitudinal 
study was appropriate.
The first in-depth interview provided a base for drawing key points for telephone 
discussions. Short telephone discussions, which were separate from the telephone 
interviews, were conducted to keep me informed of students’ learning experiences 
from time to time in a way that was relatively convenient and time effective. Students 
were busy at managing their work and study at the same time, so it was important to 
respect the student-interviewees’ privacy, time and space must be allowed to do so. 
Time was too limited for numerous long in-depth face-to-face interviews. It was 
observed that the students were very willing to have telephone discussions. Usually I
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first apologised for disturbing them before starting the telephone discussions. The 
interviewees usually expressed their courtesy and treated those sessions as sharing 
rather than interviews.
Building up an initial friendly relationship was crucial to gain co-operation from the 
interviewees. I visited their tutorial groups three times in the business communication 
course. During the visits I participated a bit in their group discussions. This gave the 
interviewees the impression that I was friendly and by no means evaluating their 
classroom performances. When I approached the potential interviewees later through 
telephone calls or e-mails, they would not be surprised. Although I was turned down 
by some students who had put their names on the contact list, I managed to get 
sufficient interviewees within a relatively short time. In the first interview, we were 
able to talk in a way that suggested we were already familiar with each other.
The student-interviewees were willing to share their decisions and views more 
frankly as a friendly relationship between us had been built up by conducting the 
face-to-face inteiviews in the first instance. Earning some friendships was, to a 
certain extent, a fringe benefit as some of them showed concern about the progress of 
this study. Their friendships confirmed that what they expressed in the interviews 
were valid.
I had to be very sensitive to the student-interviewees’ feelings. Although I would very 
much have liked to keep in touch with all interviewees as closely as possible, some 
individual interviewees might express resistance indirectly because of feeling tired 
after work. For example, Cathy talked in a very tired voice one evening, so I had to
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end the discussion quickly after confirming that she would be contacted later. For this 
reason, she was not contacted as frequently as others.
All students were busy at work and study. It was an extra burden for them to squeeze
time to be interviewed. More than once, I had to call some interviewees several times
before being able to talk to them. For one of the busiest students, Hugo, the second
in-depth interview was initially arranged for early May 2002 with the appointment
made in early April 2002. Eventually the interview was done on telephone around late 
May 2002. The dates of interviews and telephone discussions are shown as follows.
Table 4.3: Timetable for the data collection activities.
Data collection activities Date Student-interviewees
First in-depth interview 
(face-to-face)
January 2000 -  
March 2000
Alice, Angela, Bertha, Cathy, Dennis, 
Ian, Jason, Stella, Hugo, Wayne, 
Donald#, Esther
First follow up (telephone 
discussion)
March 2000 Angela, Jason, Wayne, Donald#
June 2000 Alice, Bertha, Cathy, Dennis, Esther, Ian, Stella
Second follow up 
(telephone discussion)
June 2000 Angela, Jason, Wayne, Donald#
September 2000 Alice, Bertha, Cathy, Esther, Ian, Stella
October 2000 Dennis
Third follow up (telephone 
discussion) September 2000 Angela, Jason, Wayne
Tutorial visit and after-visit 
discussion
October 2000 Angela, Ian, Stella
November 2000 Bertha, Esther
December 2000 Wayne (no after-visit discussion, very busy at work)
May 2001
Hugo (no-after visit discussion, very 
busy at work), a sharing when 
traveling home after tutorial visit 
instead
Fourth follow up and 
Second in-depth interview 
(face-to-face)
March 2001 Stella
April 2001 Alice, Angela, Bertha, Esther, Jason, Wayne
June 2001 Dennis, Ian (by telephone)
April 2002 Cathy
May 2002 Hugo (by telephone)
Final telephone discussion April 2002 Angela, Bertha, Dennis, Esther, Ian, Jason, Stella, Wayne
#Donald was not contacted further after two telephone discussions.
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A senior staff member of the University, Roger (renamed for anonymity), was 
interviewed in depth about the provision and use of support, observation of students’ 
performance and suggestions to them. He also provided verbal and textual 
information about the University support provided to facilitate students’ learning. The 
interview schedule is attached as Appendix E. Trudy, the tutor of the 
student-interviewees in this study, was interviewed by telephone to share her views 
on the part-time students’ learning performance and her advice to them. The interview 
schedule is attached as Appendix F. In addition, the list of questions posed to the two 
dropped out students was attached as Appendix G.
Doing transcriptions
Transcribing and analysing a total number of more than forty hours of interview data 
was a big concern. I was prepared to face this difficulty once I decided to use the 
method. Transcriptions were done after each interview and telephone discussion in 
order to prepare for follow up. It also helped to spread out the workload. All 
interviews were conducted in Cantonese, this being the interviewees’ choice. I had to 
do translation at the same time as transcribing. Colloquial oral Cantonese expressions 
were translated in such a way as to capture their meanings where needed. I also had to 
use a few dictionaries and a thesaurus to support the translation. During transcribing 
the interviews, memories of the interview processes were recalled. Laughter was 
heard from time to time. It acted as a cheer-up agent in the painstaking work.
Transcribed interviews were not sent to the interviewees for checking. On average, 
each transcription consisted of around forty A4 pages in single spacing text printouts. 
It would have taken both the interviewees and me much time to check and edit. We
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were all busy working people and part-time students. We could not afford the time 
and the logistic procedures involved. As an alternative, I practised an “exit interview” 
suggested in Seidman (1991). From time to time, I quoted what they had expressed 
previously in the new rounds of interview or discussion. The action served for 
clarification, confirmation and provision of information for further follow up. Most of 
the time, the interviewees made no objections to my quotations. In a few cases, the 
interviewees updated me with new information rather than correcting any mistakes. A 
sample of transcription was attached as Appendix S. It consisted of the first in-depth 
interview with Bertha in January 2000 and the first telephone discussion with her in 
June 2000.
Data collection through obsei'vation
This piece of research integrated the use of minimal participant observation to collect 
triangulation data in this case study. Since it was really time-consuming and 
disturbing to collect data by observing the student-interviewees’ learning in all 
tutorials, and difficult to gain access to the tutorial sessions, seven students were 
visited once only.
A few procedures were followed to collect relevant data for this research.
1. Seeking permission and purposes of obsei'vation
Permission to go into the classroom was sought through the course co-ordinator and 
the nominated tutor, Trudy. This served a few purposes: to gain access to potential 
interviewees, to introduce the background and rationale of the study in order to gain 
co-operation from the students, to become familiar with them and to observe the 
interactions between the tutor, and students and between students themselves. During
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this time, I took the role of a “minimal-participant” observer.
The second round of class visits, started in October 2000, was arranged with some of 
the student-interviewees and was completed successfully. A few refused to be visited 
for personal reasons. The visit was to obseive the interactions between students and 
tutors. However, the tutors were not informed since I was practising covert 
observation (Foster, 1996; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2000) as far as the tutors 
and other tutees were concerned in order to see the real picture. No tutors’ particulars 
but only the courses titles will be stated in this report in order to provide the most 
protection to them. Their identities were disguised by using names which referred to 
different tutoring styles. It was hoped that the OUHK could not identify which 
tutorial groups were observed.
When doing observation, I sat in one of the comers of the classroom where the 
student-interviewees and the tutors were both observable. So as not to affect the 
student-interviewees and the tutors, I kept quiet in the class as much as possible. 
During this time, I took the role of a complete observer by jotting field notes, silently 
reading the course materials of the neighbouring tutees, or joining the class laughter. 
Organised observation field notes and discussion are presented in Chapter Nine.
2. After visit discussions
I conducted after-visit discussions to elicit the subject’s feelings in the tutorial: the 
atmosphere, the tutor’s teaching style, the learning activities and their course mates. 
Transcribed data were integrated into the in-depth interview data.
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3. Organising observation field notes
Each field note reported a real single class visited. In total, eleven class visits were 
made in stage two and stage three (Table 4.4). The main goal was to observe the 
interactions between students and the tutors. Within this goal, the following items 
were observed and notes were jotted: date and time, subject, the location of the 
interviewee’s seat in the tutorial room, the attendance condition, the tutor’s 
presentation activities, the interactions between the interviewees and the tutor, the 
interactions between the student-interviewee and other students, the interactions 
between the tutors and other students. The interactions in the class were noted as well. 
For example, on three occasions the tutors had to settle the overcrowded classes 
before starting the tutorials. It has to be noted that there were no detail recording of 
each utterance that heard.
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Table 4.4: Time slots for visits to student-interviewees in tutorials.
Date
(Month/Year) Student-interviewees Course titles
November 1999 
(Two sessions) All potential subjects Business Communication
December 1999 
(Two sessions, twice) All potential subjects Business Communication
October 2000 Ian, Stella a computing course
October 2000 Angela, Bertha a management course
October 2000 Esther an economics course
December 2000 Wayne a management course
May 2001 Hugo a management course
In addition to the general information jotted down, the field notes were organised in 
text boxes of two columns, one for describing the tutor and the other for describing 
students including the interviewee (Appendix H). Generally speaking, no extensive
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notes were made as the tutorials were conducted without too many interactions 
between people. The field notes were then organised into a table form. The 
interactions observed will be reported in Chapter Nine.
4.9.4 Stage four — Data analysis
After collecting data, data analysis was conducted in a way that allowed important 
themes to emerge naturally. The findings are reported in the following chapters.
The huge amount of data collected had to be analysed with caution to produce a valid 
report. Careful steps had to take for a high-quality and non-biased report when 
handling three sets of data collected by different methods.
Analysing interview data
Steps listed by Cohen et al. (2000) were followed as closely as possible to organise 
interview data. Steps taken were aimed to identify “general and unique themes for all 
the interviews” (Cohen et al., 2000, p 285). The first step was to transcribe interview 
exchanges. The tapes were listened to several times to ensure the transcripts could be 
done as accurately as possible. Then the transcripts were read over several times “in 
order to provide a context for the emergence of specific units of meaning and themes 
later on” (Cohen et al., 2000, p 285). Number codes were inserted for easy 
referencing within and between transcriptions printed as texts. The first step of the 
analysis was to put codes, notes, significant remarks or reflections in the margins of 
printouts. The texts were then read on a “line-by-line” basis, sometimes 
“phrase-to-phrase” to examine the data closely. The responses were classified under 
the same questions as the interview schedule. Then the information was summarised, 
and the key points were organised as a spider web. This helped to reduce the data into
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a manageable amount (Powney and Watts, 1987) and easy visual presentation for 
reference. This step allowed organising, comparing and contrasting of relevant points 
conveniently. The materials were then read repeatedly in order to discover any 
regularities and meaningful relationships in the respondents (Brenner et al., 1985). 
The transcripts were then re-read to check if any points might have been missed at the 
first stage of the organisation.
A brief comparison between Roger’s interview and the first interview data was 
undertaken before conducting the second round of in-depth interviews. This helped to 
prepare the second interview schedule. The initially organised data was the decisive 
clue for me to include referring to the Tutor orientation & training manual. This 
decision was made because the initial data indicated that tutee-tutor interactions was 
an important factor upon novices’ performance and learning outcomes. Detailed 
comparing and contrasting procedures were carried out after all interview data were 
transcribed. The comparisons were made within each individual set of interviewees 
and across the groups. That is, “(inter-) interviews [and] (intra-) interviews” (Powney 
and Watts, 1987, p 162) analysis methods were applied. By that time, the data were so 
familiar that I could go back to the full transcripts quickly to extract appropriate 
quotations to illustrate the findings and discussions.
Analysing observation data
The texts to be analysed, organised classroom talk and activities, were put into text 
boxes labelled transformed classroom talk and activities. Each text box represented a 
tutorial. Each row represented an activity or a series of activities of similar purposes. 
Each sentence within a row was a summary of the tutors’ talk about similar matters.
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Each piece of text was analysed to provide an overall picture of the interactions in 
each tutorial. Each picture was then joined to create a bigger picture of the tutorial 
contexts that were observed.
By analysing individual tutorials, the interactions between tutor and tutees which 
reflected the tutor’s real practice could be identified. By analysing tutorials of the 
same discipline (management, computing-I.T. and mathematics respectively), tutors’ 
practices could be identified with reference to the discipline nature. However, there 
was no intention of comparing between tutors. By analysing all the observed tutorial 
texts as a collection, and making a cross-reference with the interview data, different 
tutors’ styles could be identified. The field notes were analysed by taking similar 
steps as the transcribed interview data. The findings will be presented in Chapter 
Nine.
I am aware of discourse analysis that has been applied widely to interpret classroom 
talk that was observed. Discourse is a continuous piece of spoken or written language 
(Cowie, 1989). Yule offers a definition for discourse analysis.
When we ... ask how it is that we, as language-users, make sense of 
what we read in texts, understand that what speakers mean despite what 
they say, recognize connected as opposed to jumbled or incoherent 
discourse, and successfully take part in that complex activity called 
conversation, we are undertaking what is known as discourse analysis.
Yule, 1985, p 104.
In classrooms, discourse serves the function of scaffolding (Cazden, 2001) in the 
social constructivist’s view. A systematic analysis of classroom talk “can be used to 
examine the kind of interaction that arises from various kinds of classroom practice
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and conflicting methods of teaching” (Sinclair and Brazil, 1982, p 5). A “full-scale 
recording, transcription, and analysis of speech requires a lot of time and patience” 
(Sinclair and Brazil, 1982, p 2). Sinclair and Coulthard (1992) explained that the 
development of the system of analysis of classroom speech consists of a five-rank 
scale: lesson, transaction, exchange, move and act. They made clear that “no rank has 
more importance than any other” (Sinclair and Coulthard, 1992, p 2). Sinclair et al. 
(1972) define exchange as the basic unit of interaction. A typical exchange in a 
classroom consists of initiation, response and feedback (Sinclair and Coulthard, 1992). 
Five types of classroom exchange have been presented by Coulthard and Brazil 
(1992): teacher eliciting exchange, teacher directing exchange, teacher informing 
exchange, pupil eliciting exchange and pupils informing exchange.
It would be useful to employ discourse analysis to investigate the classroom talk in 
detail. However, there was no intention to interpret the field notes by using this 
method in this study because first, it was not the focus of this study. Second, to 
maintain the validity and reliability of the research findings, it was better to practice 
my strength to analyse the data of this study. Third, it would take me much longer 
time io analyse the observation texts in detail by doing sentence by sentence analysis. 
A part-time student like me could not afford the time to do so. In order to avoid 
distractions and confusions in analysing and presenting the findings, I did not feel 
that there was a need to employ a technical discourse analysis to interpret the texts.
Focusing data analysis
During the time of initial organisation of interview data collected from interviewing 
the student-interviewees, Trudy and Roger, it was found that the information on
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students-University interaction of teaching and learning was so rich that it deserved a 
more focused and in-depth analysis to identify the most important issues related to the 
students’ experiences. In this case, two areas were not gone into in detail to avoid side 
tracking. These were support from student-interviewees’ family, friends and 
workplaces, and their sense of belonging to the University. This decision enabled the 
study and report to be presented with a more focused theme based on how the 
students handled their study.
Conducting document analysis
In order to understand the University better from its perspective, document analysis 
was conducted. Information from documents was used as facilitating data to 
triangulate the views from student-interviewees and the University staff. Relevant 
documents were collected by visiting the University’s information centre and making 
a request to a University staff. They were collected mainly between the preparation 
stage of proposing this study and early 2003.
Free copies of publications to the public were collected in the information centre, 
including prospectuses of various years, a copy of the student handbook, a seasonal 
newsletter Openlink (OUHK Newsletter Editorial Committee, The Open University 
of Hong Kong, various years), samples of self-administration tests on the language 
proficiency or pre-requisites of certain subjects, some leaflets or brochures of 
individual programmes and various purposes and facts and figures booklets. A 
chargeable book, Study skills for open learning (Murphy et al., 1997) was accessed in 
the University library. Starting from October 2001, new students received Learning 
OU style (The Open University of Hong Kong, 2001a), written in a form of course
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materials, as an orientation guide for them to study at the University. This was given 
to me by Roger during the interview. I made a request to an academic staff member 
for a Tutor orientation & training manual (The Open University of Hong Kong, 
2000b).
Four most relevant documents were used to analyse the mission of the University and 
the support provided. I referred to two prospectuses with course supplements (The 
Open University of Hong Kong, 1999, 2000a), a Student handbook (The Open 
University of Hong Kong, 2001b) during the main data collection period as my 
student-interviewees would use these too. The Study skills for open learning (Murphy 
et al, 1997) indicated the study skills required in the distance-learning mode and 
advice was given. This was able to help me to triangulate whether the 
student-interviewees had possessed or developed the relevant skills. The Tutor 
orientation & training manual (The Open University of Hong Kong, 2000b), 
prepared for new part-time tutors, was written in the form of self-learning course 
materials. It was analysed to help me understand what and how tutors should do to 
facilitate students’ learning. I would be able to tell whether the tutors observed and 
described by the student-interviewees were following the University’s requirements. 
The content pages (English version only) of various documents are included in 
Appendix I -  Appendix P.
Integrating different sets o f data collected
The themes of study were conceptualised by making sense with the integration of the 
interview data, observation data and referring documents. The rich and relevant data 
collected through a longitudinal study provided a solid ground for the emergence of
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the main finding of this study -  mismatches between the student-interviewees, the 
tutors and the University were identified which was not foreseen. The employment of 
a case study approach for its flexibility was proved appropriate.
Conducting literature review
The literature review helped to answer the three research questions from making 
reference to findings of previous studies. The collective wisdom contributed by 
various educators and researchers broadened my horizon of understanding various 
views on providing education and facilitating learners. It also provided a chance to 
understand students in different learning contexts. The understanding supported me to 
analyse the data and documents collected and to give suggestions to students and the 
University for improvement.
Literature had been collected between the time of preparing the proposal for this 
study and some time around the drafting of this report. During the time of collecting 
data from all the interviewees, I kept collecting literature related to the issues that had 
been raised or I regarded as useful. The articles and books focused on helping me to 
present the Hong Kong education context, and to understand Chinese education 
beliefs and Hong Kong Chinese students’ performance in taught courses and in 
distance learning. Discussions on supporting distance learners helped me to analyse 
whether the University has been providing appropriate support.
At about the time of the initial organising of interview and observation data, I 
classified the information into different categories according to the themes emerging. 
This helped to organised the topics and write up Chapters Two and Three after
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drafting the chapters that described the findings. The draft has been revised and edited 
with reference to the findings.
4.9.5 Stage five  -  Reporting
After analysing the data, findings related to the research questions and aims emerged. 
The report was organised to answer why and how students were involved in distance 
learning, and what we had learned from their experiences accordingly. Representative 
quotations selected from transcripts and statements from documents were used to 
illustrate the discoveries of this study. The chapter of literature reviewed was drafted 
with careful selection from the pool of books and articles.
Then it came to the stage of writing up of the whole thesis. Writing up and discussing 
of findings, relating to the literature reviewed and making suggestions were done 
accordingly. The thesis was written to reflect the reality without using emotional 
expressions or wording. The initial draft was re-visited and cross-checked for drawing 
the study and drafts in various stages into a complete picture.
It was hoped that the study could enrich the knowledge of any interested parties on 
novice distance learners’ experiences and the University.
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4.10 Summary
A detailed account of why and how this study was designed and what was conducted 
has been given. This was an exploratory organisational research study. All the 
discussion and presentation of views were set out from a constructivist approach.
The next chapter allows readers to understanding the student-interviewees more. It 
provides a basic impression for an in-depth understanding of their performances in 
the chapters that come after.
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Chapter 5 
Students in this Study
There were eleven student-interviewees involved directly in this study. It is 
appropriate to introduce the student-interviewees’ backgrounds here to facilitate 
understanding of them when they are referred to throughout the study. Each 
student-interviewee is introduced through a story (5.1), then a discussion on their 
learning styles follows (5.2). With reference to their learning styles, a chart to present 
the dimensions of adaptation to distance learning is given (5.3) for reference in the 
discussion of findings.
5.1 The stories
There were ten novice students who were in the first year of study or had studied no 
more than two courses at the University when they were interviewed in early 2000. 
An experienced student, Esther, had gained more than thirty-five credits before the 
first interview. Their learning experiences during the time of data collection are 
reported below.
Each student-interviewee was given a title which reflected the most distinctive 
learning style(s) that they had displayed in the process of study. Their stories were 
written in the following format:
1. the background and reasons for taking up distance learning,
2. the goal(s) they wanted to achieve,
3. some learning experiences that influenced their preferences in taking courses,
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reflected their styles of learning, and finally
4. their reflections or views on the first two years of study.
The stories of the novice student-interviewees were told first, followed by the story of 
the experienced student-interviewee.
5.1.1 Ten stories o f the novice student-interviewees 
Alice  —  a qualification- seeking learner
Alice started her study for a degree programme in accounting at the OUHK after 
taking a break for a year after studying for an accounting diploma course at a higher 
education institution. She wanted to gain a degree quickly to increase her chances of 
promotion or career development. Alice took accounting related courses again 
because she could use her previous knowledge and her previous qualification gave 
her a twenty-credits exemption. She wondered why she could not be exempted from 
more courses.
Aiming for a degree and becoming a member of an accounting professional body 
were her sources of motivation for studying. She took courses in order to accumulate 
the required credits for a degree. Alice did not do preparation as she had taken similar 
courses in the previous study. She did not know what needed to be prepared before 
courses commenced. She took three courses in the first semester. She said that she 
could take more if she was not lazy. She applied for two courses in the second 
semester. She then took four courses, both in the third and fourth semesters, despite 
having failed one or two subjects in each semester. She was not upset to have failed in 
some subjects. She just kept taking a few courses in the semesters when she was not 
too busy at work.
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She expected that the University and tutors would take measures to help her to get 
through the courses. She expressed the opinion that TMA scoring should only carry 
twenty percent of the total assessment marking scheme. This was because she 
suspected that some students would ask others to deal with assignments, and believed 
that only the examination performance could reflect the true-picture of what a student 
had learned. She remarked that reading all the materials did not mean that one could 
learn it all. She was only able to study and understand as much as possible. To help 
her study better, she suggested to the University that sample answers should be given 
together with the examination question samples. She could make reference to the 
information to check if she had really understood and learned in the course.
Alice enjoyed the learning activities in the business communication course. She could 
remember what was presented and learned in tutorials. It saved her a lot of time for 
revision. She disapproved of another tutor who only read notes in class. She thought 
that the tutor was not helpful. She attended tutorials of that course in order to take 
handouts. Reading the handouts saved her time and helped her understanding of the 
course materials after reading the notes. In another case, she shifted to attend another 
tutorial group without seeking approval from the University when she felt that her 
assigned tutor was not helpful. The change was the result of an invitation from an 
ex-course mate. She found that the chosen tutor could present much better and was 
very happy to have made the change.
Alice did not prefer courses that required her to write essays. She said that there was 
no need to elaborate so much as points were made clear in simple words. In addition, 
the marking scheme would be varied between tutors as everyone would perceive
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differently even though the same points were presented. She learned to write better 
gradually by employing what she had learned from taking essay-type courses.
Alice felt fine to study alone. She did not contact course mates. She seldom consulted 
tutors. She sometimes asked her colleagues when she had problems. Sometimes she 
would chat briefly with her course mates on the public transport after tutorials. 
During a course, she discussed the answers of TMAs with a course mate after dealing 
with them. “We did not discuss how to deal with the TMAs. We discussed the 
answers after we both had finished dealing with it. I am not sure if it was plagiarism.”
In reviewing her study, she found herself becoming more hardworking since studying 
at the OUHK. She made a distinction between lifelong studying and lifelong learning. 
She expressed that there was no need to study for her whole lifetime but that she 
should keep learning from different sources all the time.
Angela -  an individual learner
Angela started her part-time study at the OUHK without any previous tertiary 
education after she had graduated from overseas with a Hong Kong secondary 
education equivalent. She chose to study at the University so she could enjoy the time 
flexibility as she did not have enough time to attend formal classes. She expected to 
learn some knowledge that could be applied at work. She took the business 
communication course as the first course. In the beginning of the study, she was not 
sure which strand to follow for her long-term programme. She realised that she was 
better at dealing with administration issues than with human relationships. She made 
a decision afterwards accordingly.
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Angela preferred to study alone and had been doing so. Throughout the whole study 
she did not have any contacts with course mates. When she needed support, she first 
asked her friends or colleagues. In the tutorials of the business communication course, 
she participated in the group learning activities actively. However, she had no peer 
learning out of the class time.
Apart from preparing to take up the study, Angela always previewed course materials 
before attending tutorials. Learning through English was not a problem for her. She 
could understand her tutors’ presentation and course materials without difficulties. 
During the two years of contact, she mentioned that she could apply some 
communication theories, and some computing operation skills. For subjects related to 
management or decision-making, she faced the problem of not having relevant 
knowledge as she was not in a related position at work. She could not apply her 
learning.
Angela had perceived from her youth that she was not a bright person. She took 
courses quite slowly, not more than two at a time. She realised that her pace was a bit 
slower than others’, but felt that she was studying comfortably. To be responsible 
about her studies, she wanted to do well. She mentioned a few times that she had 
been weak in mathematics. The big problem she faced was to deal with the concepts. 
Most of the time she could understand the theories in tutorials. However, she thought 
that she had to spend much longer than other students and referred to the materials 
many times when dealing with the TMAs. She always asked for extensions of 
assignment deadlines to hand in the mathematics TMAs, quite often because she 
wanted to have some more time to think and to try. Ultimately she failed her first
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attempt at the course.
Angela suggested that the TMAs and examination score ratio should be reallocated. 
As students might be a bit nervous during examinations, the score ratio could be 
lowered to forty percent while the TMA ratio should be sixty percent. In this case, the 
average marks would be improved. Angela did not use the University facilities many 
times. The library at the main campus was too far from her home. There was no need 
for her to get information from the e-library.
She seemed not to have learned to reflect after taking courses for two years. She said 
that she did not think about and would not rethink the questions asked in the 
interviews. However, during the second in-depth interview, she mentioned that she 
might rethink the questions later. When being asked what could be done to help her to 
study better, she suggested that students should be better prepared for taking courses 
and attending tutorials. Her advice to potential distance learners was not to take many 
courses at a time. If possible, they should not get a busy job.
Bertha -  a motivated individual learner
Bertha took some part-time courses at a former polytechnical institution after Form 5 
graduation (the last year of compulsory secondary schooling). After working for more 
than twenty years, she found that she needed to keep learning in order to update her 
knowledge of the world. She also wanted to be a model of a hardworking student for 
her daughter.
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To test her capability and create a safety net, she took a mathematics-related subject 
as her first course. She explained that if she could not pass the course, she would not 
be able to continue her study at the University. Beyond her expectations, she achieved 
a very good result in the examination after all. She then continued to take a business 
communication course and a computing course. After taking the essay writing course, 
she realised that she performed better in mathematics than in language-related courses. 
She realised that she was good at mathematics, which surprised herself and her 
friends. She felt that it was more difficult for her to gain marks in essay writing 
courses as she was weak in this aspect. Still, she learned how to write better essays, 
although not performing as well as expected. She continued to study two courses at a 
time in the first two years of study. She gradually gained confidence in studying. She 
found that she was not “as stupid as before”. In the third year she wanted to see if she 
was capable of managing three courses at a time. The decision was based on her 
successful experiences in all the courses taken.
She was a motivated learner and a hardworking student. She was very involved in her 
study. She always previewed course materials before attending all tutorials and raised 
questions to clarify her understanding instead of waiting for the tutors’ presentations. 
She also gave responses to tutors’ questions. She found that she could learn in this 
way, and from listening to the tutors’ explanations when other students asked 
questions. Most of the time she read ahead of schedule and dealt with assignments 
even before the tutors explained the TMA requirements. She searched for information 
from the Internet to deal with assignments for her management-related course. Once 
Bertha lost twenty marks in an assignment because of not clarifying a requirement 
with the tutor. She then learned to understand course materials and assignment
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requirements very clearly. She made time to study whenever possible. She studied 
every evening, for around two or three hours. She would feel lost if she had not 
studied that evening. She studied while her daughter was having skiing lessons, when 
travelling to and from work, or for a short time after meals during lunch hours.
She appreciated tutors who could explain theories clearly by using examples to 
illustrate the points. Feedback on assignments also helped her to make improvements 
in doing homework. She did not find doing mock assessment tasks or discussing 
TMAs closely was a proper action. However, she knew that some students really did 
not have time to preview and did need support in dealing with assignments. She took 
advantage of this to clarify her initial attempts at doing assignments.
She contacted tutors when she came across problems with reading materials, but did 
not ask them how to deal with assignments. She did not learn with any course mates 
throughout the period of data collection. She made friends with a student from her 
first course. They contacted each other for sharing study experiences, but not for 
course-related matters, as they studied different courses.
In all of the interviews and telephone discussions, she expressed that she was happy 
in studying as she kept learning what she wanted. She could apply her learning to 
communicate with her colleagues better in writing or orally. Most important, she 
learned to think from more angles, becoming “not so stubborn”. She found that 
talking to me was a way to express what she wanted to tell the University but was 
unable to because she did not know which channels could be used. She expressed that 
my questions helped her to be aware of her weaknesses in studying. She would find
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ways to improve. “I can learn from you,” she said in the second in-depth interview. 
Cathy -  a motivated dependent learner
Cathy continued to take commercial courses after finishing her secondary education. 
She liked to study very much. She hoped that she could become a writer one day. She 
felt pitiful that she could not further her study for a full time degree because of family 
financial burden. However, she kept taking courses to maintain a study habit and to 
satisfy her study desire. Her study goal was to learn rather than to gain a degree.
Cathy was well prepared psychologically. After sharing an ex-colleague’s learning 
experiences at the University, she took much time to think about studying before 
being persuaded to do so. She also did some practical preparation before applying for 
courses: setting time aside for studying, taking an English course to brush up her 
language ability. In addition, she read much information about the courses for which 
she had applied before they commenced. She studied the business communication 
course and a writing course in the first semester for a qualification in language and 
translation.
Cathy faced a few problems in her study because the situation did not match her 
needs for face-to-face support. The first problem she faced was not being able to 
study with course mates from different courses. She regarded that discussing with 
course mates helped her to understand content and concepts much more clearly after 
listening to the tutors’ presentations. Therefore, she enjoyed discussion with Stella in 
the campus library. Early in the second semester she initiated contact with her course 
mates. But when she was ignored or rejected, she gave up contacting course mates
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any more. The second big problem she faced was not having as much support from 
tutors or through telephone tutoring services as she would have liked. The time 
allocated did not match the timing of her work and studying schedule. She very much 
wanted that tutors could be accessed when needed. The third, and a related big 
problem, was time allocation. She was extremely busy at work, which meant that she 
could not study during weekdays. She was exhausted after working overtime 
everyday. In this case, she did not preview for tutorials. She could not participate in 
tutorials.
To face the problems positively, she paid close attention in class and to tutors’ 
comments on her performance in TMAs, reviewed after attending tutorials and 
discussed with Stella in the library. She expressed that her first two tutors were 
helpful as they presented or conducted learning activities in tutorials. They explained 
the TMAs requirements clearly and gave concrete and constructive comments on her 
performance for further improvement. The third tutor presented and discussed 
assignment requirements but did not give any constructive comments on TMAs. The 
fourth, the tutor of an English grammar course, did none of these. She wondered why 
he became a tutor as he was neither helpful nor responsible.
In reviewing her studying life, she felt proud of herself to have continued her study 
even though facing difficulties and heavy time demands both at work and study. She 
expressed that she enjoyed studying and was satisfied because she could continue to 
study and learn what she had expected. She and her colleagues realised that her 
English standard had improved. In addition to the learning of knowledge, she learned 
to be more patient in the studying process and in tolerating her tutor of the grammar
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course. She also learned a fact: no pain no gain. She had invested much more time 
and effort in each course than expected initially. She took breaks between courses to 
rest and to resume energy and would not take courses quickly, in the hope of studying 
each course effectively.
Dennis -  a qualification-seeking group learner
After finishing a diploma at a commercial institution around twenty years ago, Dennis 
returned to his current study. He liked learning. When he wanted to learn new things, 
he would apply for courses. In recent years, he felt a loss because of not having a 
degree. He wanted to make the dream true. The way to actualise his dream started 
when the University offered the computing related degree programme that he had 
thought about much earlier. Due to his work and family demands, he found that 
studying at the OUHK could fit into his tight time schedule. He also felt embarrassed 
to sit in conventional face-to-face classes with much younger students. He decided to 
take a computing-I.T. programme so as to keep pace with the world trend. This also 
provided information for his potential business development.
He wanted to get a degree quickly, so he started by taking three courses at the same 
time, twenty credits in total. However, he was not sure if his choice was correct as he 
picked the courses that were available. He said, “I feel confused as no advice was 
given on the sequence and combination of taking courses. I am not sure if the courses 
taken will be helpful to other courses to be taken later.”
Dennis found himself able to study without big problems in the 5-credit courses. He 
treasured the tutorial time, particularly on the business communication course. He
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enjoyed the learning activities and sharing with course mates in the sessions. He 
always previewed for tutorials and answered to the tutor’s questions. He learned most 
from the comments on TMAs given by the tutor.
Dennis faced many difficulties in dealing with three 10-credit computing courses. He 
did not have sufficient peer support. He had three study mates in the second semester. 
They discussed course materials and TMAs together. He enjoyed the peer support and 
found this helped him to deal with the study. He applied for another 10-credit course 
in the third semester. However, shortly after the commencement of the new semester, 
two of his study mates decided to quit their studies at the University. Their dropping 
out affected Dennis’s study plan and performance. He was not very familiar with the 
third study mate because they were not in the same tutorial group. He did not have 
telephone numbers of other course mates. He felt uneasy about getting telephone 
numbers from other course mates in the middle of the course. He learned that it was 
not enough to get telephone numbers only from one or two course mates. He was 
very upset by this unexpected event. He decided to drop-out from all courses as. he 
had lost the study mood. He learned that he should take more initiative to get course 
mates’ telephone numbers for potential communication.
He complained that only a tutorial once a month for the 10-credit courses and the 
telephone tutoring hours were not enough. In the first half of the first 10-credit course, 
he would call the tutor to seek support when needed in dealing with TMAs. However, 
he was uneasy and found it meaningless to call the tutor many times before finishing 
a TMA.
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Dennis did not stop learning although he had dropped all courses. Before taking up 
two new courses again in the fourth semester since he had started at OUHK, he had 
completed a short intensive computing course at a commercial instructional center. 
He felt good to have started studying again.
Apart from lacking academic support, getting busier at work was another problem 
that had to be encountered. In the first semester, he did not need to travel for work. 
However, in one follow-up discussion, he said that he had three trips within a month. 
He had to rush to meet the deadlines of the TMAs before leaving Hong Kong. It was 
tedious for him. He admired people who could handle three courses at the same time 
successfully. “I should show my respect to them.”
In the second interview, he spoke of his strategy for choosing courses. He first took 
courses with which he had some previous knowledge or which were at the foundation 
level. He would then take the middle or higher level courses or those about which he 
did not have any knowledge, after he had gained more confidence and experience in 
studying at a distance.
In reviewing his two years of experiences of taking up and dropping courses, he still 
maintained his motivation to learn. He commented that the OUHK courses 
encouraged students to be more active in learning but whether students could meet 
the requirements was another issue. He felt that he was studying alone. He had to 
build up new peer relationships in every new course. He needed to take the initiative 
to know about his new course mates. “It was difficult and harsh for me.” He learned 
that it was useless to get telephone numbers from passive students as they might show
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indifference to communicating with him.
In the final telephone discussion, he shared what he had learned from his studying 
experiences in addition to knowledge of courses. He learned to avoid taking two or 
more difficult courses at the same time. He tried not to have more than two 
examinations together. He always took action to get telephone numbers from two or 
three course mates on different courses, with the view that this might allow him 
greater chances to study in groups.
Hugo — an individual learner
Hugo was a graduate of Form 5 in the late 1980s without any other tertiary education 
experience. His main reason for choosing to study at the University was because of its 
flexibility in time arrangement. He had studied a pre-foundation course at the 
University a few years previously but discontinued because he was too busy at his 
new post. He resumed his study by taking the business communication course in 
October 1999. He had not decided which programme to pursue. He only expected to 
keep learning knowledge which could be applied in his work mainly, so he could 
communicate better with his colleagues. After studying the business communication 
course, he realised that he could communicate with his colleagues better orally. He 
learned to motivate or find a better time to ask his colleagues to work.
He attended most tutorials in the business communication course. He paid attention in 
tutorials and listened quietly most of the time if not being called on to answer. He had 
no problem in understanding the tutor’s presentation in English. He was fine in 
reading and understanding course materials although he needed to check a dictionary
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sometimes. In the first few tutorials, he had not previewed any course materials 
because of time constraints. However, realising that he did not want to upset the tutor 
by failing to answer her questions, he prepared for attending tutorials. He hardly 
contacted his tutors out of class, except to ask for extending assignment deadlines.
He studied alone all the time. He expressed that he did not participate actively in 
group discussion. He would like to listen to various views and allow the “leaders” to 
be in charge of the discussion. “I am not a leader. I have known that since I was 
young.” He did not contact any course mates for studying or social activities. He was 
not good at organising activities.
He said that he could not manage to take more than a course at a time. He had to 
work overtime nearly every day. On Saturdays, he quite often needed to work all day. 
My first interview with him was conducted in the lobby of his office at 3pm on a 
Saturday. In this case, he only could study during weekends. He took breaks in the 
semesters when he was busy at work.
Hugo did not aspire to gain a degree quickly. He wanted to enjoy his study and life. 
He usually applied for the courses that were available and in which he had an interest. 
In the final interview, he said that he had taken a sociology and psychology course 
instead of commercial courses. In dealing with assignments and examinations, he 
would be satisfied to get a pass, or a bit more, but not high marks. He said that he did 
not want to add pressure to his study. He would spend some time to do voluntary 
services. Once, he reported that he left his office very punctually in order to provide 
voluntary service. He felt pity for his course mates who were taking a few courses at
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the same time. He supposed that they were exhausted with full-time jobs and 
intensive part-time study schedules.
Hugo shared his experiences frankly but would not ponder after the interviews or 
telephone discussions. He said that he did not want to think too much as life was busy 
enough.
Ian -  a motivated individual learner
Ian returned to study after working for a few years after Form 5 graduation. He 
realised that the level of academic requirements had been increasing in the working 
world. He studied in order to gain more knowledge and increase his competitive 
power. He did not know what distance learning was about. He consulted some friends 
who suggested to him to study in other universities. However, he wanted to take 
advantages of open entry and flexible study time. Ian liked to study psychology but 
he studied accounting-related courses to meet his working needs. The decision was a 
mismatch with his initial interest.
Ian did not do any practical preparation before applying to study. He applied for the 
business communication course in a hurry without knowing about the course in detail 
or noticing the requirement of the language standard. He was impressed by a 
presentation of an academic staff member in a seminar after he had applied for the 
course. He got the message that the standard of English was not a big problem when 
studying foundation courses. In the end, he was surprised by the standard required 
and the content covered.
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It turned out that he faced many problems in dealing with the course. He was not 
satisfied with his performance in tutorials and TMAs. He did not understand the 
tutor’s presentation. He did not speak up in tutorials because of his limited language 
ability. He could not present ideas clearly in TMAs. He did not score well in the first 
two TMAs. After making reference to the tutor’s comments, he made some progress 
in the other two TMAs. He failed in the course eventually. However, he could apply 
the knowledge of communication theories in his work. He could communicate better 
with his boss and colleagues.
After a semester, he learned some study skills and to manage time. He tried to 
preview for tutorials. He learned to identify important parts and tried to understand 
the course materials and the TMA guides. He took an English writing course in a 
commercial instructional centre after the first year’s study. In the early months, he 
studied intensively when dealing with TMAs. He then learned to study for short hours 
regularly instead of studying for long hours within a short period of time. He needed 
to go for work trips to Mainland China quite often. This hindered his study time and 
schedule. He would bring his course materials along although he might not have time 
to study. It allowed him some chances to do bits of reading if possible.
He seldom called his tutors as the scheduled telephone tutoring hours did not match 
his study hours. He appreciated the tutor of a mathematics-related course. The tutor 
sent his students a letter to remind them of the date and time of the first tutorial. The 
tutor also suggested to them to prepare for attending class. In addition, he sent the 
summary of the contents that was to be covered in the tutorials. He also appreciated 
that this tutor responded quite quickly online.
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He did not contact course mates to support his studying. However, he kept in contact 
with an ex-course mate he had met in the business communication course as a sharing 
peer. Sometimes they took the same courses. They did not discuss how to deal with 
their courses. Instead, they exchanged information if relevant materials had been 
received. Sometimes they shared their feeling of different courses or observation in 
their own class.
Ian liked to learn from others’ experiences. He read his better-performing peers’ 
assignments in the business communication course. He learned from his colleague to 
collect business information which might help him in doing assignments. He learned 
from the experiences of some other OUHK students whom he had met in a physical 
fitness center. He admired their positive attitudes and performance in studying even in 
their middle age. This increased his determination to make more effort to study. He 
did not have any support from his friends or at work. He had to ignore their negative 
comments and to sacrifice his social life.
Ian felt good in his study. He felt proud of himself as he was still studying. He had 
learned some knowledge that could be applied in his work. He found that the courses 
helped him to understand and make working-related decisions. He found that he still 
had much to be improved. He would tell potential students that course contents were 
not easy. He suggested that they should not waste time and money if they did not 
know their own study goals. Students should have a knowledge of their own ability 
and a strong determination.
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Reflecting his own experiences, he gained some thoughts about studying at a distance 
and improved his thinking skills. He learned not to be aggressive in taking courses. 
He chose tutorial sessions scheduled for the weekends to avoid clashing with his 
working trips. He helped himself to be a more organised person by preparing a study 
desk for himself. He was able to access his course materials and stationery much 
more easily than in the early months of his study.
Jason -  a motivated individual learner
Jason continued a part-time diploma course at a former polytechnical institution in 
Hong Kong after his matriculation. After a break of around ten years he decided to 
take up a study at the OUHK for a bachelors degree in October 1999. As he had a 
fifty-five credits exemption, he only needed to study for one hundred and five credits 
for an honours degree.
He took a single subject, business communication, to gain experience and the feeling 
of being a distance learner. He had no idea of the life of a distance learner although he 
had been paying attention to OLIHK. He thought that the course was an English 
course to help students to brush up English. He then discovered it was more related to 
oral and written communication in the business world. Anyway, he was happy with 
what he could learn from this course.
He previewed course materials before attending each tutorial. He participated actively 
in class learning activities, including asking and answering questions, and in group 
discussion. When reading course materials he would spend more time on parts related 
to assignments. To deal with TMAs, he first listened to the tutor’s instructions in
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tutorials. Then he read the relevant pages before drafting. He would draft and revise a 
TMA a few times before handing it in to the tutor, by which time he felt that he had 
handed in a perfect one.
Jason enjoyed the study in the first semester. He was quite satisfied with his learning 
overall. He could learn what he wanted. He performed quite well in the first 
examination although he was very nervous in it, taken after a long break from study.
Finding himself able to study with satisfaction, he planned to study for at least fifteen 
credits a year. He took a computing-related course and a mathematics-related course 
in the second semester. He enjoyed the courses as well. Mathematics was a relatively 
easy subject for him as he took the science stream in his secondary schooling. 
However, the tutorial styles did not encourage him to participate actively in class. He 
just listened to the presentation and practised when was instructed to do. He 
commented that lecturing should not happen in universities. He thought that the way 
the tutor gave close guidance for the assignments was not helpful.
He could not meet his initial plan of taking fifteen credits in one year because he was 
busy at work. Due to a sudden increase of workload in the third semester, he dropped 
out after failing to hand in the first TMA of a management course. He had to work 
overtime a lot which affected his studying schedule. He could not attend tutorials as 
well. He felt very sorry about the decision. “I struggled.” He said. Eventually, he 
managed to finish the mathematics-related course in March 2001. He then took a 
break. He resumed study again by taking an information technology-related course.
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He did not have any out-of-class group learning activities. His group members in the 
business communication course did not attend tutorials any more after the first 
tutorials. He felt uneasy and that it was inappropriate to contact them. He also felt 
embarrassed to approach his female course mates. He also found it difficult to start a 
new study group in a new course.
During interviews and telephone discussion, he explained that he studied because of 
wanting to leam new things. He wanted to study mainly for interest rather than for 
gaining a qualification. This would release much of the pressure arising from his 
study. He felt that he was an adult, so he should take all control of the study. He said 
that self-discipline and persistence were very crucial. Psychological preparation was 
also important. Another decisive factor in studying successfully was to have sufficient 
study time. Towards the end of the second in-depth interview, he expressed that the 
interviews and discussions helped him to think, to reflect. He acknowledged his 
feelings, his thoughts and his plans and realised that he really had learned something 
important from the dropping out incident.
Stella -  a motivated dependent learner
Stella had worked for ten years before taking up her study again for a degree 
programme. She enjoyed the time flexibility and the benefits of the fifty-five credit 
exemption from the advanced standing system from part-time courses taken 
previously. She wanted to keep learning new knowledge.
During all interviews and telephone discussions, Stella made it very clear that she was 
not in a hurry to gain a degree. She would not mind the results since she had done her
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best. She did not want to put extra pressure on herself. She used different strategies in 
supporting her study. She took one new course at a time after taking into account her 
time availability and academic abilities. She did not mind taking long years to gain 
the degree at a relatively slower pace.
She studied very hard. She did not have much energy for studying during weekdays 
after work. She sacrificed all other activities and friendships to concentrate on her 
study during weekends and holidays. She returned to campus, using the library and 
the computer laboratory all the time to support her study.
She sought much face-to-face or online support from her tutors and peers. She had 
attended all tutorials of the course. She participated in group discussions. When she 
faced problems she would seek advice from her tutors or course mates. She studied 
quite closely with another interviewee, Cathy, on the business communication course. 
She preferred online tutor support to telephone tutoring. She expressed that tutors’ 
responding messages or e-mails could be stored and re-read many times for better 
understanding. It also saved her energy to contact the tutors during allocated hours. In 
order to help herself understand the course contents thoroughly, she attended two 
tutorial groups in at least three computing-I.T. related courses. She tried to join study 
groups if available. On one of the courses she enjoyed support from tutors, course 
mates and the course co-ordinator.
Stella hoped that her English standard would be improved along with her study. She 
expressed that her weak English was a big hindrance to her study. “My English is not 
up to the standard required,” she said. She had no spare time to brush up her English
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on top of her study. She needed to check a dictionary a lot to help her understanding 
of course materials. She could not present her ideas well enough in written 
assignments. She failed in the business communication course. She suspected that it 
was due to her weak presentation skills in writing English. She appealed twice, 
aiming at reading the examination paper to find out why she failed. She wanted to 
learn from her weak performance. She was very disappointed not to be able to have 
access to the paper. She took the examination again although she knew that she had 
been exempted already. After some time, she shared that it was good for her to study 
the business communication course as it helped her to write better e-mails to ask 
questions to her tutors. Mentioned in the last telephone discussion, she found that she 
could read faster, write faster and needed less time to understand course materials.
Stella expressed in one of the telephone discussions that my interviewing to her 
prompted her to think about what learning meant to her. In the last interview, she said 
that she not only had learned new knowledge, but also had learned to think and some 
problem solving skills. She had a new perspective on learning after all.
Wayne -  a motivated learner
Wayne was a Form 5 graduate and had worked for fifteen years before taking up 
study at the OUHK. He aimed at a degree in accounting to increase his chances for 
promotion, and to fulfill the requirements as a member of the Association of Certified 
Chartered Accountants (ACCA). He also wanted to set a good example to his sons of 
pursuing study.
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He started his study by taking up a single course, business communication. He 
wanted to gain experience of distance learning and to discover if there were any 
potential problems. He knew the contents of the course would be covered. He could 
apply his learning at work to communicate with his colleagues better, especially in 
written form. He found that he had to take much time to read word text and finish 
TMAs of essay form. At the beginning of the study he needed to check the dictionary 
a lot. The situation improved gradually and he progressed well in studying other 
courses.
He enjoyed his study and was satisfied with his progress in general. After gaining 
some experience, he studied two courses in the October 2000 semester, three courses 
in April 2001 and other semesters during the period of the interviews. He took a 
combination of mathematics-related and essay-related courses. He expressed that 
mathematics-related courses were not difficult for him as he had been working in the 
field of accounting. He wanted to save some time for studying word text-related 
courses. He said that he still gained some knowledge which could be applied at work 
although he failed in a management-related course.
He previewed course materials before attending tutorials. The action helped him to 
confirm his understanding of course content. He enjoyed learning through discussion 
with course mates both in class, on the telephone or in the short minutes before 
tutorial sessions started. Their questions or presentations provided him with chances 
to clarify understanding. Their telephone calls sometimes reminded him of the study 
schedule. He kept contacting ex-course mates or current course mates through 
telephone calls. The main activity was to discuss course content or assignments.
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He became more self-disciplined in the study. He developed a study habit gradually. 
Every evening after helping his children with their homework, he would study for 
about two hours, then a bit longer on Saturdays. He saved Sundays as family days to 
make up for the sacrifices if possible. He did not participate in unnecessary social 
activities. He only kept playing badminton with his colleagues once a week to gain 
some refreshment physically and mentally.
He received support all around. In studying, he had course mates and colleagues to 
share and to seek advice. He attended tutorials to help his understanding of course 
contents. Ele appreciated all the tutors who might have different styles in conducting 
tutorials. One tutor suggested to him to stand back a bit to view the course as a whole, 
to get a sense of the framework. This helped him to understand the course more 
thoroughly. He was satisfied with the support from the University although he did not 
use any facilities or library resources. He had a supportive family without any 
complaints about the inconvenience that his study caused them. He could negotiate 
with his senior colleagues for work-related deadlines if he had to attend tutorials. He 
could get reimbursement of tuition fees up to a total of eighty thousand Hong Kong 
dollars.
Throughout the interviews, he expressed that studying was a need and was nothing to 
be afraid of. He expressed that “if you are willing to make the effort, you will be 
fine.” In the first interview, he expressed that he was not capable so that he could not 
continue for A-level and university education. However, in the second interview he 
said that he no longer thought in this way. He learned and gained confidence 
eventually. He re-sat the failed management course and scored the highest among all
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the courses taken. This demonstrated that he could study three courses at a time, only 
needing to invest enough effort. In addition, he saw that studying gave him a goal in 
life, a direction to follow. He expressed that he was in a different stage of life and was 
making progress. He acknowledged that my interviews allowed him to think about his 
study as a whole rather than seeing courses separately.
5.1.2 The story o f the experienced student-interviewee 
Esther -  a motivated individual learner
Esther was regarded as an experienced distance learner in this study as she had 
studied for two years at the time of the first interview. She first aimed at a diploma 
then intended to pursue a degree in marketing if she was successful. Esther started to 
study at the OUHK right after finishing her secondary education. As explained, she 
did not need to experience the difficulties experienced by some of the other 
interviewees, of picking up study again after having stopped for some years. She 
considered that she had made the correct decision to study at the University. Esther 
prepared for and adapted to learn in a distance mode. She enjoyed the benefit of not 
needing to attend classes regularly and the time flexibility of study schedules.
Esther held the view that good preparation, psychologically and practically, should be 
done in every stage of studying, started from applying for courses then during the 
courses in attending tutorials and dealing with assignments until taking examinations. 
She should be the one to take up responsibility in studying. In fact, she always 
prepared for tutorials.
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Esther knew that studying with peers would be good. She contacted course mates to 
complete a group project as required. Once, she met one course mate and formed a 
temporary study group and had discussions in the library. However, most of the time 
she had no contacts with course mates, just studied alone.
Esther tried her best to attend all tutorials although she could not make it a few times 
as she had to work overtime. She contacted tutors when others could not help her to 
solve problems. She found that practice done in class was most helpful to her learning. 
One of the tutors she met always ran four-hour tutorials to do exercises provided at 
the back of the course materials. Asking questions and listening to tutors’ 
explanations to questions were very useful as well. It could help her to clarify and 
gain more understanding of the course materials. She wanted to participate more 
actively in tutorials, say asking questions or joining group discussion. However, 
sometimes there were no chances or she missed the chances when tutors continued to 
present.
Once she took three courses at the same time. During that period, she had to study in 
the public transport. She went to her office much earlier than usual to study. She 
continued to study in lunch hours and after work. She found this to be too tedious. 
After that, she scheduled her study plan to avoid having three examinations at the 
same time. It was interesting that, throughout the whole data collection period, she 
critised herself as lazy. She told me that she might not study for a few days or two 
weeks if there was no assignment to be handed in soon. She said that she should be 
more hardworking, and should make more effort and time to study better. Therefore, 
she said that she had not reached her learning potential.
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Esther acknowledged that taking courses, learning materials and support from the 
University could help one to gain knowledge. However, the quantity and quality of 
learning depend on one’s effort. She advised potential students by saying, “one thing 
which is crucial is to be prepared psychologically for long years of commitment and 
the learning mode.”
Esther perceived that having education could help one to become more polite and 
rational. She said that learning could help her to deal with daily life issues, to broaden 
her horizons and to justify her social behaviour. Esther said that she must have made 
some improvements in studying and at work but could not tell concretely in the first 
interview. In the second in-depth interview, she said she had found that her study 
skills had improved. She was satisfied as she could learn what was expected. In 
addition, she expressed that she had learned to become more active in seeking support 
from various sources without feeling uneasy.
When I asked how she felt about my interviews with her, she said that they provided 
chances for her to ponder her actions taken in her study. She would think of what 
could be improved and what should be done to help. “After you had asked me, I did 
think about them. Sometimes, I reviewed my problems and weaknesses.” She 
expressed that she felt good and could express frankly in the interviews. She said, “I 
don’t need to hide myself. You are not assessing me. You would just like to get the 
facts.”
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5.2 Different learning styles
The stories described above have provided useful information about the 
student-interviewees’ study experiences during the data collection period. It was 
found that the student-interviewees had different learning styles. The main styles 
included dependent learners who needed more support from their tutors and peers, 
individual learners who preferred to study alone, group learners who wanted to learn 
with peers, motivated learners who wanted to learn for the sake of learning, and 
qualification-seeking learners who took courses mainly for gaining credits. It was 
found that none of the student-interviewees was performing as an independent learner 
who would study independently without the need of support from peers or tutors.
Each student-interviewee might display a combination of different learning styles. 
Bertha was a motivated individual learner who was relatively more independent than 
some others, and she studied alone most of the time. Esther, Ian and Jason belonged 
to the same group. Wayne was a motivated learner too. Cathy and Stella were 
motivated dependent learners. Stella was a group learner as well. They two had a high 
motivation to learn. They relied a lot on their tutors and/or peers. Hugo was a 
dependent individual learner. He relied on his tutor’s presentation while he studied 
alone all the time. Alice and Dennis were dependent qualification seekers. They relied 
on their tutors or peers to study for a qualification. Angela was an individual learner. 
There was not sufficient evidence to show if she was a typical dependent learner or a 
motivated learner. However, same as all other student-interviewees, she attended 
tutorials as much as possible. She performed quite similar to a dependent learner. For 
the sake of a clear presentation and easy discussion in all the coming chapters, 
motivated individual or motivated learners (Bertha, Esther, Ian, Jason and Wayne)
Understanding and Practice o f Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f Hong Kong
Students in this Study
150
will be referred as motivated learners, while other student-interviewees (Alice, 
Angela, Cathy, Dennis, Hugo and Stella) will be referred as dependent learners. The 
following table presents a summary of the student-interviewees’ learning styles.
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Remarks:
1. The student-interviewees’ typical learning styles are marked with a bolded tick,
2. Angela will be referred as a dependent learner in this study, as she did not perform 
as an independent learner that should be.
151
5.3 Discussion
Observation of the student-interviewees’ learning styles through reading their stories 
reveals that none of them were performing as independent learners. Their learning 
styles did not match with the learning mode expected.
It was discussed earlier that distance learning requires its students to be independent 
learners. They have to employ study skills to manage the study without much support 
from their tutors. They can study just by using the course materials. They might not 
go to tutorials. Even if they went, they did not rely on the tutors’ presentation. 
However, all of the student-interviewees failed to mention any study skills that were 
favourable for distance learning. They attended tutorials to listen to their tutors’ 
presentation of course contents or explanations of assignment requirements. They 
relied on their tutors to different degrees. Bertha, Ian and Jason were motivated 
learners. They tended to be a bit more hardworking and self-disciplined than other 
students. Although Esther had studied at the University for two years before her 
involvement in this study, she did not display an independent studying style. She still 
relied on her tutors’ presentations. The rest relied a lot on their tutors’ presentations 
and wanted guided instructions in learning the course contents. In short, all 
student-interviewees went to tutorials as much as possible and still relied on their 
tutors to help them understand course content and assignment requirements. In this 
case, these student-interviewees might find some difficulties in adapting to a distance 
learning mode which they had not experienced before. In addition, their weak study 
skills and English made the situation worse. Their English was not particularly good. 
Except for Cathy, none of them had made sure whether they were capable of studying 
in English.
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In the next chapters the student-interviewees’ study skills and language competence 
will be described.
5.4 Student-interviewees’ dimensions of adaptation to distance 
learning
As seen from the stories, the student-interviewees had different styles of learning. 
Their styles affected how they perceived their study, made decisions and took actions, 
how they used the support and whether they liked or disliked various tutor styles. 
Consequently, their performances and achievements were not the same.
The learning styles, together with two instruction-related characteristics, English 
competency and study skills, formed the dimensions of adaptation to the 
student-interviewees’ study in the distance learning mode. The two ends of style 
shown in Figure 5.1 represent relative values on a spectrum of two comparative styles 
and characteristics. There was no judgment about which ends of the spectrum was 
better than the other. All depended on the student-interviewees’ perceptions of choice 
and practice. However, when student-interviewees performed closer to the 
characteristics represented on the right-hand end of the spectrum, it seemed to reflect 
that they would find it easier to adapt to the current distance education provided by 
the OUHK. This gave hints that student-interviewees would have different needs and 
make achievements at different paces to become better distance learners. The 
student-interviewees might not necessarily perform towards the right or left-hand 
ends of the spectrum on all dimensions all the time. For example, Cathy’s story shows 
that she was a motivated, dependent learner with a good English standard, but that 
she did not necessarily fit the other dimensions on the right-hand side of the model.
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Figure 5.1 The dimensions of adaptation to a distance learning mode.
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5.5 Summary
The student-interviewees came from a diversity of educational and working 
backgrounds. They had their own views about learning and orientations to studying at 
the University. They had their preference about learning and demonstrated different 
styles of learning. None of the learning styles matched totally the requirements of a 
distance learner. They performed differently along scales representing the dimensions 
of adaptation. In general, their points of reference on each continuum tended to be 
located more towards the left hand ends. This hints that they needed some time and 
effort to adapt to the independent learning styles. As the points of reference varied 
between them, they achieved and made progress differently. These will be discussed 
in detail in the coming chapters.
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Chapter 6 
Starting the Study at the University
This chapter consists of three main sections describing findings of the study in 
relation to the main questions: why the student-interviewees became involved in 
study at the University at a distance (6.1), and what they had done to prepare for the 
study (6.2). The findings reflect that the student-interviewees held multiple 
orientations to enrolment, including an eagerness to learn. They also took various 
measures to prepare for starting their studies. With some expectations of their courses 
and the whole study (6.3), they started their study with the aim of gaining a 
qualification within a period of time. A discussion on the findings in this chapter is 
followed (6.4).
6.1 Orientations to enrolment
Throughout the whole time of their studying, students have to make a lot of decisions 
that can lead to their ultimate success or failure. The first decisions are, of course, 
whether to take up study, the mode of study and the choice of institution. The 
student-interviewees in the current study all enrolled in courses that contributed to a 
first degree or a diploma to be gained from distance learning. They informed me of 
their decisions, expectations, desired achievements and feelings about their decisions. 
The key related questions that were asked and answered in the first in-depth interview 
contributed to understanding their initial orientations to enrolment in undertaking 
their current study. The related questions asked in the second in-depth interview 
allowed a cross-check of whether the student-interviewees maintained or had a shift 
of their enrolment orientations.
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It has to be made clear that the student-interviewees were not asked in such a way as 
to check if their orientations to enrolment fit into any previous frameworks. Instead, 
they were free to tell what they thought. A second point to be ascertained is that if “a 
student did not mention a particular orientation in an interview, [this] cannot be taken 
to imply that the orientation was not applicable [but] just not being raised” (Kember 
et al., 2001, p 274).
The key questions asked to the student-interviewees in the first in-depth interview 
were as follows:
1. Why did you decide to study for the part-time course at the University 
(OUHK)?
2. Will it contribute to your career development? Why? How? In what aspects?
3. What do you want to achieve?
4. What are your expectations about the study as a whole, and the courses you 
are taking? Have there been any changes after studying for some time?
5. What do you think of your choices: the University, learning mode, timing, 
courses, etc.?
A related sharing invited in the second in-depth interview was:
6. You have been studying at the OUHK for at least 1 year, please tell me why 
you are continuing your study.
6.1.1 Students’ initial orientations to enrolment expressed in the interviews 
None of the student-interviewees had continued with full-time university study after 
finishing their secondary school education. They enrolled in courses at the University 
for different reasons that favoured distance learning. The reasons ranged from
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personal reasons to social or working considerations. The student-interviewees’ 
educational backgrounds and family information were given in Chapter Four. It 
would be helpful to readers to refer to these when reading the findings, especially the 
findings about orientations related to academic consideration.
Orientations to enrolment informed in the first interview
1. Learning for the sake of learning 
Learning for pleasure throughout their lifetime is a drive to many people studying 
part-time. Quite a number of students or young people say that studying in any 
mode is harsh, and studying in part-time mode is worse. Evidence can be quoted 
from cases reported in the media from time to time, particularly periods around the 
releasing of school or public examination results. If students do not enjoy learning 
and/or find themselves incapable, studying can be a labourious experience. Many 
of the student-interviewees, who chose to continue their education voluntarily, 
expressed that they wanted to learn for pleasure. In addition, they reported 
observed cases that some of their course mates studied purely to gain a degree. 
They thought that it was a tedious experience.
Bertha, Cathy, Esther, Hugo, Jason, Stella and Wayne expressed clearly that they 
enjoyed studying, to learn new things and to gain a degree at the same time. They 
said that they treated studying as an interest. Stella did not aim at achieving a 
degree in a hurry, so she took courses gradually by considering her capability and 
time availability. Hugo did the same. Cathy expressed that learning for pleasure 
had an additional advantage.
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Maybe I have an interest to learn already. It is different from some other 
people who force themselves to study. I know that there are people who 
study because of getting a degree. Some of my course mates studied for 
a degree, not for an interest. Their performance was not so good. They 
found it was tedious to study. [Cathy]
In fact, except for Alice and Dennis, all other student-interviewees usually took 
one course, and two courses at most during the first year of data collection. This 
might have allowed them to enjoy studying the courses and to yield better effects.
2. Education for adults
In the sample studied by Kember et al (2001), some adults took up study again as 
they might not have had the chance in their earlier lives due to the need to fulfil 
their responsibilities at work and in the family. However, the student-interviewees 
in this study provided further reasons to explain why they engaged in their 
part-time study when approaching their middle age.
Being parents is one of the main roles of most adults. Their decisions and actions 
quite often affect their children’s choices. Hong Kong Chinese parents value 
education very much. On one hand they try their best to provide the best education 
for their children. On the other hand they set a role model to their children. Bertha 
took action and told her daughter what she thought and expected.
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will leave things until the last minute. I studied eveiy night. She saw me 
studying every night. I think she has realised that we cannot save 
everything until the last minute. I hope that she would take the advice 
one day. I hope that she will regard her mum, me, as an example. 
[Bertha]
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Wayne was the father of two very young children. He said,
When I looked at my children after returning home, I would make up a 
strong mind to study. On one hand, I would like to provide them with 
sufficient materialistic lives. On the other hand, I would like them to 
take me as an example to study hard. [Wayne]
From the example of Bertha and Wayne, adults, especially as parents too, might 
take actions not only to benefit themselves, but also because they want to benefit 
their children at the same time. This thought would not be found in young people 
generally or people without children.
Dennis had another reason. He said that he did not want to study with younger 
students. The OUHK allowed him to study without feeling uneasy. This 
consideration might be related to the issue of saving face.
The main reason was that I did not want to study at traditional 
universities [which provided regular meeting classes in part-time 
courses]. I consider my age and attitude of studying. I don’t feel 
comfortable when my classmates are much younger. I am nearly forty 
with a son and they might be twenty something only. I feel uneasy to 
study with them. [Demiis]
3. Preparing for professional shifts according to the economic changes
Alice, Angela, Bertha, Esther and Wayne wanted to gain more knowledge which 
could help them to take up different posts or duties in the future when there were 
chances. Alice wanted to make advancement at work -  to be a manager in the 
marketing field when the chance arose. Gaining a degree also increased her chance 
of becoming a member of an accounting professional body. Angela wanted to equip
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herself with some management skills, for example, to chair meetings. Bertha 
thought she might shift to work in another company for another post. Wayne 
wanted to get promotion after being a member of a professional accounting 
organisation. Esther did not express clearly if she wanted to take up some 
management duties but she made it clear that she wanted to gain knowledge for her 
newly taken up duties at the time of being first interviewed, and to become 
equipped for her future career development. Dennis wanted to gain more 
knowledge for running his business. He wanted to seize the chance of doing 
business related to the information and technology boom.
Jason expressed his worry about job insecurity. He wanted to equip himself for a 
career shift in case there were more privatisation actions of the public services.
People say that being a civil servant is a lifelong job, but you can’t 
guarantee. You have heard about the privatisation of the ... Department. 
Maybe within the next ten years, I will have chance to leave the post.
The Government does not want to bear the burden [of granting fringe 
benefits] of the civil servants. If I have a Bachelor of Business 
Administration, it must be of some help if I change my career. I may 
have more chances by studying the programme. This is one of my 
considerations in choosing courses. [Jason]
Alice, Angela and Bertha realised that their younger colleagues who were equipped 
with degrees were their main competitors. They needed to gain degrees to secure 
their own employment status.
4. Employees responded positively to the development of society through continuing 
professional development in their current careers
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All student-interviewees needed knowledge and skills to carry out daily duties that 
might change from time to time. They did not expect to get a promotion soon after 
taking up the study but expected to perform better at work. Angela, Bertha, Hugo, 
Ian, Stella and Wayne all wanted to gain knowledge which could be applied at 
work. As a secretary, Angela needed some business communication skills such as 
writing letters and taking minutes. As a manager, Bertha needed some 
communication and managerial skills to take care of the unit for which she was 
responsible. Hugo and Ian needed to brush up their communication skills to deal 
with their colleagues and overseas clients. Stella elaborated how her learning had 
been applied at work.
For sure, there is no immediate benefit to my career path. I am not sure 
if it is helpful in the future. However, it helps me to handle my daily 
tasks more easily. I have to contact colleagues of other departments 
through e-mails or telephones all the time. I gained more knowledge 
about work. I can finish my tasks more smoothly. [Stella]
Same as other student-interviewees, Ian and Wayne wanted to increase their 
workplace knowledge. Ian was working as an accounts clerk in a small company 
with less than ten staff while Wayne was serving as an accountant of a big company. 
They both found that the OUHK courses provided them with practical knowledge 
they could use. In addition, they wanted to pursuit career development as certified 
accountants. Gaining a first degree was helpful to apply for the membership in a 
professional organisation.
To be more greedy, I wish I could become a member of [a professional 
body]. Now it requires its members to be degree holders. Having a 
degree is a pre-requisite. If I want to pursuit my career development,
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being a member of this association means that I am a certified 
accountant. I may have promotion in my work. [Wayne]
Wayne continued to express that gaining a degree could be a step on the ladder of 
promotion.
I think there is a need. Whenever I return to my office, and sit in front 
of my desk, I realise that I need to improve my qualifications at work.
When you read my information, you will find that I have been working 
for a time long in the company. My senior is satisfied with my 
performance. However, I do not have the educational qualifications 
required for promotion. Therefore, I do ask myself why I am still 
holding the same position. [Wayne]
Ian regarded that he did not have much competitive power to shift to work in 
another company. However, his study brought him some advantages. He had 
improved his relationship with his boss by applying his learning. He suspected that 
he gained some monetary benefits for the same reason.
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Maybe he is testing me. I am not very sure. He expressed that although 
there are a few clerks in the company but I am the only one who is 
studying. The impression that I give has been improved. (Q: Have you 
had any benefits?) A bit. I have been working for him for three years.
This year, for the first time, he gave me some bonus which was 
equivalent to half of a monthly salary. I was surprised. He also 
mentioned that I was one of those who had a salary increase and the 
percentage was a bit higher than usual. [Ian]
5. Need for open entry 
In this study, to avoid any potential embarrassment, the student-interviewees were 
asked why they took up their study at the OUHK instead of being asked why they
162
had not gained degrees through full-time study right after their secondary education. 
Their answers were similar, to gain a degree or a higher qualification that they did 
not have. It was not difficult to imagine that they would have liked to gain one 
through full-time study if they had had the chance right after their secondary 
education. Now, they all sought the chance to study for a degree.
A few of them expressed quite clearly that they did not do sufficiently well in their 
earlier studies to study for a full-time degree. They then needed to take advantage 
of open entry. Bertha did not have the minimum requirements to enrol for an 
overseas part-time degree. Ian explained that other institutions required a Form 5 
standard with passes in certain subjects, which he had not obtained. Wayne said 
frankly that he did not do well in the past. Bertha shared some information.
I want to have a degree. The OUHK opens to us, me and those who 
were only Form 5 graduates. If you have a family and you have to study 
now it means that you did not study well in the past [to gain a better 
academic qualification]. [Wayne]
(Q: Any reasons for you to choose studying at the OUHK?) Easy entry.
As far as I know, overseas universities also require a basic qualification 
for entry [in part-time courses]. [Bertha]
Esther wanted to gain a degree after her Form 7 study (matriculation). Her claim 
was an example to show how studying at the University was not the first choice. 
When she took the alternative, it implied that she could not gain a place in any 
traditional universities in Hong Kong.
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After finishing Form 7, I would have liked to study for a degree. I 
started to study once graduated from Form 7. It is a university anyway. I 
hope that the qualification gained will be accepted by the public. 
[Esther]
Jason did not take courses earlier because of being playful and not decisive. When 
he wanted a degree, he found that there were no bridging courses for a degree and 
the higher diploma studied. He then went for a degree at the University. Dennis 
shared his experience.
I have many desires and goals. Whenever I want to learn something, I 
apply for a course. When I was young, I wanted to play a lot. Then I 
wanted to study for design... It was one of my dreams. One day, I found 
that I have not had a degree. So I want to fulfil my goal... [Dennis]
6. Enjoyed the openness of freedom of time for study
All the student-interviewees expressed that they enjoyed the time flexibility of 
studying at the OUHK. They could not afford to take courses which required them 
to attend regular classes because of having to fulfil work demands or family duties.
I cannot make it as I have to go to the Mainland China for work 
sometimes. Quite often, my boss informs me at short notice in the 
morning that I have to join him for a business trip in the afternoon... In 
this case, I cannot attend class regularly. I find that the study time at the 
University is more flexible. It allows me to arrange my study and work.
[Ian]
In addition to time demands, studying after a whole day’s work was not a 
favourable condition. Jason expressed that he wanted to study more effectively.
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The University does not require us to attend class every evening. You 
will not be pressed and feel burdened. Sometimes you daydream in 
classes because you are already tired after work. You might not be able 
to listen to teachers. On the contrary, you study most effectively when 
you feel okay. [Jason]
Three student-interviewees expressed that they could not afford to attend regular 
classes in order to fulfil their family requirements. Bertha, Dennis and Wayne 
needed to spare time for their children.
I can’t afford attending class three nights a week but not staying at 
home for my family. I have to give some time to my daughter. I prefer 
to stay at home busy at studying rather than leaving home for class. I 
choose to keep my daughter company at least physically. [Bertha]
To sum up, apart from aiming at benefiting themselves academically or for career 
development, adult learners, particular parents, might consider the impact of their 
study on their children. Bertha and Wayne wanted to set an example to their children. 
They made decisions with reference to their social role as parents. This finding agreed 
with Knowles’ (1990) suggestions that adults’ orientation towards learning is to meet 
the needs of their social roles. It also added some new knowledge to the ‘social 
orientation’ identified by Taylor et al. (1981) and Taylor (1984). On top of making up 
what they missed previously (Kember et al., 2001), some adults studied to fulfill their 
roles as parents.
6.1.2 Remaining or shifting o f orientations informed in the second interview 
It was found that most student-interviewees maintained the same orientations after 
studying for a period of time. They confirmed in the second in-depth interview what 
they had claimed in the first interview. Some student-interviewees indicated an
Understanding and Practice o f  Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f  Hong Kong
Starting the Study at the University
165
additional orientation while maintaining the same orientations expressed in the first 
interview.
In the second in-depth interview, Alice added a reason to study. She wanted to gain 
membership of a professional accounting body. The qualification might allow her 
more chance of getting promotion or becoming a manager. Cathy also wanted to learn 
how to perform better in written communication at work.
Dennis changed his thoughts slightly after studying for a year with reference to his 
experiences gained and the economic changes. He was preparing for a career shift. 
Initially, he wanted to fulfill a dream and to gain a degree related to computing and IT, 
which would be helpful to his business, i.e. a need to undertake continuing 
professional development through his career. However, after experiencing the poor 
economic situation during the years and not being able to finish three related courses, 
he thought differently.
Now, I am studying e-commerce. At least some of the courses are 
related to computing. If my business does not go well in the future, I 
would be able to shift to computing or related work. I have the 
flexibility of changing my job or business nature. [Dennis]
Wayne spoke of several additional thoughts. He first expressed that he enjoyed a busy 
life rather than spending time idly.
Personally speaking, I enjoy being busy. I enjoy how to arrange time to 
accommodate various responsibilities. I enjoy being busy at work, in 
studying and arranging my time for my family out of the busy schedule.
It would be better than being idle after working until 5pm every day. I 
prefer to be busy. [Wayne]
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Wayne also regarded that taking up study and aiming at a degree provided him with a 
goal for life. It was a motivation to keep studying. His claim reflects how one might 
want to improve oneself through education.
For myself, I will have a goal for life so that I will not live in a 
disorganised life. Each person might have a goal of life, no matter how 
easy or difficult to achieve. When one has it, one will work towards the 
goal. One can drive oneself to a direction. One will not lose 
himself/herself. [Wayne]
After studying for a few semesters, Bertha expressed similarly to Wayne’s view. 
During course time, she studied some time every evening. Time was used 
meaningfully. She said that she felt aimless during course breaks.
6.1.3 Multi-orientations
By synthesising the interview data, it was observed that most students held more than 
one orientation to enrolment at the OUHK.
0 Alice studied to get prepared to make progress at work and to be promoted as a 
manager rather than only fulfilling her duties as an accounts clerk. She wanted to 
become a member of a professional accounting body after gaining a degree. In 
addition, she could not afford to attend regular classes.
0 Angela wanted to gain more knowledge to help her work as a secretary. At the 
same time, she wanted to become a bit more equipped to take up managerial 
duties. Angela also could not afford to attend regular classes.
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0 Bertha indicated several orientations to enrolment in the first interview: she 
wanted to equip herself with better communication and managerial skills at work, 
to be well prepared to shift to work at another company, to study for a degree for 
which she was not eligible after her secondary schooling, and to study in a 
flexible time schedule as she needed to keep her daughter company in the 
evenings. At the same time, she wanted to set a good example of studying attitude 
and methods to her daughter. She continued her study as she found that she had a 
goal to achieve and had enjoyment too.
0 Cathy wanted to gain more knowledge which would allow her to perform better 
at work. Due to her heavy workload, she had to take an alternative part-time 
study time schedule. She expressed that learning for pleasure, enjoying her study, 
was better than studying for a degree only.
0 Dennis wanted to fulfill the dream of gaining a degree, but not by studying with 
younger students. He wanted to use new knowledge learned to run his business. 
Experiencing a hard time of running his business under a poor economic situation, 
he wanted to prepare himself to change the nature of his business in case. 
Occupied with busy working and family duties, he had to study with flexible 
time.
0 Esther, studied to gain knowledge that was required at work and to prepare for a 
future career development. She enrolled at the OUHK as she could not get a place 
in any other traditional universities in Hong Kong. After studying for more than 
three years, she continued to study as she enjoyed learning.
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0 Hugo wanted to learn some knowledge which could be applied at work, 
particularly in communicating with his colleagues. He wanted to enjoy learning 
knowledge. He did not study for a qualification, but to learn for the sake of 
learning.
0 Ian needed to equip himself with better English communication skills to handle 
his overseas clients. He did not do well in his secondary schooling so he could 
not apply any other universities which required a basic qualification. Being an 
accounts clerk, he was taking courses to achieve a degree to become a member of 
a professional accountant body. As he needed to go for business trips quite often, 
he could not take part-time taught courses.
0 Jason always enjoyed learning through taking different kinds of courses. He 
wanted to gain a degree that he did not have. At the same time, he wanted to 
equip himself for a career change when feeling job insecurity even though he was 
a civil servant. To maximise studying effect, he chose to study in flexible 
schedules.
0 Stella always wanted to learn more which could be applied at work. She enjoyed 
learning all the time, so she felt happy with her study situation as it was.
0 Wayne wanted to gain more knowledge for a better performance at work. He 
needed to study for a degree in part-time mode because he did not do sufficiently 
well for a direct entry to a full-time university study in earlier years. He suspected 
that the lack of a degree qualification was a hindrance to his promotion even
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though his seniors were satisfied with his performance. He also realised that 
studying gave him a goal in life and a chance to demonstrate his studying attitude 
to his children.
6.1.4 Sub-summary
To sum up, all student-interviewees had different orientations to enrolment: to learn 
for the sake of learning (Lee, 1996), to meet current job requirements or for future 
development without expecting any immediate materialistic rewards (Chao and Ngai, 
2001), or to take advantage of the open entry and distance learning (Kember et al., 
2001). Some held multiple orientations at the same time. Most of them expressed that 
they held the same orientations after a year of study and a few indicated some 
changes. A table to sum up the findings is presented below.
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Table 6.1: Student-interviewees held multiple orientations to enrolment.
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\  Student­
s'^ interview-
OrienVees
tations \
Alice Angela Bertha Cathy Dennis Esther Hugo Ian Jason Stella Wayne
Learning
for
enjoying
learning
/ / / / / /
Education 
for adults / / ✓
Prepared 
for a career 
shift
/ / / / / / /
Continuous
professio­
nal
develop­
ment
y / y / / / / / / /
Need for 
open entry y / y / / / / / / y
Enjoyed
the
openness 
of freedom 
of time for 
study
/ y y / y / / / y
After making decision to study at the University, the student-interviewees might start 
to do some preparation.
6.2 Preparation for starting the study
Preparation could be seen as an indicator to demonstrate a degree of readiness and 
involvement after the student-interviewees had made the decision to study in the 
distance learning mode. In this section, the findings about student-interviewees’ 
preparations, as described in the first in-depth interview, have been presented. The 
findings will be brought up again for discussion of how they managed their study.
In order to gain the relevant information during the starting months, the following 
questions were asked to the student-interviewees in the first in-depth interview:
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1. Did you feel psychologically prepared? Why? What was done or not done? 
Why?
2. Did you feel practically prepared for study, e.g. time allocation, study skills, 
language for learning, mode of learning and assessments, etc.? Why?
3. What do you think of your preparations? Why?
6.2.1 Starting at the University
The student-interviewees described what had been done before the formal 
commencement of the study. Ten of them were either prepared psychologically, and/ 
or practically. They had spent different lengths of time to prepare for their study. For 
example, Cathy took a whole year to do different things. Only one, Alice, expressed 
that because of not knowing what to do and being lazy, she did not do any 
preparation.
The kinds of preparation the student-interviewees described can be grouped into 
knowledge to be gained, skills to be acquired and attitudes to be developed.
A self-hwwledge o f capability
The extent of self-knowledge can be reflected from the point of view of whether the 
student-interviewees had made the correct decisions and the types of preparation for 
starting the study.
All student-interviewees knew that they needed to take time and effort to adapt to a 
new learning mode, and that they had limited hours available after fulfilling all other 
commitments. The majority took a single course to try in the first semester. They had
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a relatively clear idea of their English language abilities. Those who realised that their 
language ability might not be appropriate for the courses in which they were enrolling 
had taken at least a measure to get ready or try to brush up a bit.
Other areas oflmowledge to be gained
The most common knowledge to be gained was other OUHK students’ experiences 
and comments, and then knowledge about the learning mode and the course contents 
of the applied courses. Jason had been paying attention to courses offered by the 
University even back when it was OLIHK. Bertha got some information about some 
overseas distance learning courses to help her decision-making. Esther tried to 
understand what the distance learning mode would be like before making her decision. 
Ian sought advice from his friends although their answers were not positive. Angela, 
Ian and Dennis attended the orientation sessions offered to share others’ experiences. 
Cathy shared a colleague’s learning experiences of studying at the University to help 
her to understand the learning mode and demands. Stella asked other OUHK students’ 
for comments on the courses she had selected.
I asked people who had studied the courses. I asked about their comments 
about the courses, for example, how difficult they were. I sought their 
advice and insights. [Stella]
Study skills
In addition to the knowledge gained, language skills and study skills in a 
non-traditional way were practical and important preparations to be addressed. 
Student-interviewees who had stopped studying for some time might have had the 
need to brush up their English standards. Cathy was an example. After asking a
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colleague about all the information needed, she decided to take up her study in a 
language-related programme. She wanted to be better prepared for the language 
demands of the course. She spent time, money and effort to finish an English course 
successfully. The bonus was that she gained some confidence in her ability.
I asked [my colleague] a lot of questions and information. I know the more 
realistic time that is needed in a week. After all the consultations, I 
decided that I was able to manage. I took a GCE O-level English course 
before starting the study here. I got a credit. I found that I had the ability, 
so I had some more confidence. Then I applied for the courses. [Cathy]
Esther and Stella also did not have full confidence in their English. They bought 
themselves a dictionary to support their study. They could look up difficult words that 
they came across. Jason took several measures to prepare for the study. As he did not 
know much about the distance learning mode, he only took a course as a trial. Then 
he started his preparation of study skills.
My English is not very good. I bought some books to prepare a bit on 
grammar and writing. I am able to allocate time for studying. I did not 
know what distance learning would be like. I just took a subject to test and 
experience if any problems might arise. [Jason]
Setting time was another crucial study skill in studying part-time. Angela read the 
Study skills for open learning (Murphy et al., 1997) to gain some more ideas on 
managing time.
I read the book. It advises new students how to plan and schedule study 
hours. It was quite helpful. [Angela]
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Students had also prepared for attending the first tutorials. Hugo flapped through the 
course materials once having received them to gain an impression of what would be 
learned. Bertha first enrolled in what was regarded as the most difficult course, and 
started reading early as a preparation. She was ahead of schedule.
Once I received the course materials in September, I started to go over 
them... At the early stage of the course, I felt a bit relaxed as I had read a 
few chapters ahead of the schedule. [Bertha]
Attitudes to be developed
The time and actions taken can reflect an individual’s learning attitude to a certain 
extent. Some student-interviewees had positive views and feelings towards their study. 
Dennis and Hugo had some confidence in their English. Cathy was prepared to take 
the initiative to study. She thought of the fun that could be gained in the learning 
process. Esther and Wayne expressed that they were prepared for the distance 
learning mode.
I knew the mode of learning. I knew that I could adapt to it so I was not 
worried. I told myself, “I am prepared to learn through distance learning. I 
am going to adapt to the learning mode.” [Esther]
Bertha and Jason regarded that a decisive will was important. Bertha said,
I had made a decision to go for it seriously. I had an attitude of seeking 
knowledge. I have paid high tuition fees. So I told myself to do the best I 
could, otherwise I would just waste money and time. If I thought that I had 
to face plenty of difficulties or had high expectations, it would create some 
pressure. I would not be able to do my study happily or smoothly. [Bertha]
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Esther and Stella bought themselves dictionaries. Hugo bought himself a new 
schoolbag. This reflected that they were ready to pick up study again although it was 
just a small action.
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The main preparation that the student-interviewees had taken is summarised as 
follows.
Table 6.2: Student-interviewees’ ^reparation for startin g study.
\  Student-
x jnlerview ees
Preparation N.
Alice Angela Bertha Cathy Dennis Esther Hugo Ian Jason Stella Wayne
Knowledge to 
be gained
Other OU 
students’ 
experiences
/ / s / /
Distance 
learning mode / /
Contents of 
courses 
applied
/ /
Study skills to 
be prepared
English
language
skills
s /
Time
management / /
Prepared for 
first tutorials / /
Attitudes to be 
displayed
Confidence in 
English 
language
/ / /
Be initiative s /
A decisive 
will/ Prepared 
to learn in a 
distance
/ /
Others
e.g. bought 
dictionaries/ 
schoolbag
/ / /
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All the student-interviewees had thought quite seriously about taking up their studies. 
Some might take more than one year to pay attention to the University and courses 
offered, or to doing various things to prepare for doing the study. When they had 
applied for their courses, they seemed to be quite worried about their English 
language abilities and how to study in a distance learning mode. So several of them 
took practical actions or made psychological preparations before the first tutorials 
commenced.
These student-interviewees, except Alice, had invested some effort and spent time in 
doing preparation for starting the study. It seemed that they had a motivation and had 
a determination to do well. They displayed some of the qualities of Chinese learners 
as described by Stevenson and Lee, 1996.
6.2.2 Comments on preparation taken
The student-interviewees were asked to comment on their preparation. The motivated 
learners had different views. Only Angela and Jason expressed that they were fine 
with the preparation they had done. Bertha, Cathy, Esther, Hugo, Stella and Wayne 
said that their preparation was not enough. However, they could not do much as they 
did not have enough time to prepare more. Ian commented that he should have 
brushed up his English before taking courses when reflecting on his learning 
experiences. Listening to the sharing in the orientation could not give him the real 
picture of the language standard required. He could not understand much in tutorials.
A qualification seeker, Dennis criticised himself for giving it up too easily even 
though he had done some preparation. He attended the orientation sessions for a
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computing and I.T. course and had some psychological preparation, commenting that 
he should not have taken three courses together when starting a new learning mode 
without much thinking. He had dropped a course two months after it had commenced. 
Another one, Alice, who did not have any preparation, expressed that she did not 
regret having done no preparation. One of the dropped out students, Luk, who did not 
finish her TMAs or take the examination of the first course, expressed that she did not 
have any practical preparation. She only had a brief discussion about taking courses 
with a friend who was a student of the University at the time, before applying to 
study.
6.2.3 Sub-summary
Generally, the student-interviewees took one or a few measures of preparation 
including gaining some knowledge of the distance learning style or the courses to be 
taken, some study skills andJ or a positive attitude. The preparations taken more or 
less reflected the student-interviewees’ learning styles. In the first interview, the 
student-interviewees expressed that they had enough preparation if they had 
performed satisfactorily in the courses taken. When some student-interviewees were 
not doing veiy well in the course or not satisfied as much as expected, they regarded 
that they did not have sufficient preparation.
6.3 Expectation
Student-interviewees expressed different orientations to enrolment, which represented 
their rationale for taking up the study and the long term goals to be achieved. To deal 
with their study in action, student-interviewees set their targets with reference to their 
orientations, the study tasks and the results they expected to achieve. The following
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sections give an account of the student-interviewees’ expectations regarding their 
studying and learning activities.
The relevant questions asked in the interviews were:
1. What are your expectations about the course? Have there been any changes after
studying for some time?
2. What are your expectations about the study as a whole? Have there been any 
changes after studying for some time?
3. What do you think of your expectations? (Do you think your expectations are 
realistic?)
6.3.1 Expectation to their studying o f courses as a whole
When being asked how many years they expected to use in order to gain a degree or 
a qualification, the student-interviewees responded consistently with their 
orientations to enrolment. The two qualification seekers Alice and Dennis wanted 
the degree quickly.
I want to finish my study quickly. Knowledge and skills related to high 
technology change very quickly. I want to catch/follow up with the trend 
quickly. I hope that I can gain thirty credits each year if possible. 
[Dennis]
Jason only needed sixty-five credits to achieve his goal. He expected to take less than 
six years to study an honours degree. Esther hoped that she could gain at least a 
diploma in four years. Wayne had to study all the credits for gaining a degree and he 
hoped to finish the programme in less than six years. Angela, Bertha and Cathy were 
prepared to spend six years to get a degree.
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I plan to use six years to finish the degree... I hope that I can get the 
degree in 2005 or 2006.1 am studying quite comfortably. However, it is a 
bit slow. [Angela]
Hugo, Ian and Stella did not have any idea about the length of the study. They said 
they would keep studying until they got the degree.
Maybe I need nine or ten years to finish the programme, which is not 
possible in other universities. In addition, my major reason for studying 
is for interest. Of course, it will help me at work. However, my interest in 
studying is the main reason. I don’t want to be so strict. [Stella]
The common expectation for studying other courses was to pass the courses and gain 
the credits. In general, the student-interviewees did not expect to perform equally 
well in all the courses. They would not expect to gain high scores in assignments and 
examinations. They said that having high expectations would bring pressure, which 
might affect their enjoyment of learning.
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Table 6.3: Student-interviewees’ expectations of the length of study for a programme.
Interviewees Qualification Length of studying
Alice, Dennis a degree quickly
Jason, Wayne a degree less than six year
Angela, Bertha, Cathy a degree six years
Esther at least a diploma four years
Hugo not preset not preset
Ian, Stella a degree not preset
6.3.2 Expectation to studying individual courses
The expectations about studying the courses or programmes that student-interviewees 
mentioned were quite closely related to their orientations to enrolment. When being 
asked what they expected from the courses, all of them wanted to learn new
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knowledge, to get a pass and to gain the credits. Six of them wanted more. Esther 
hoped to adapt to the distance learning. Jason wanted to finish the whole programme 
successfully. Hugo and Stella wanted to enjoy the study process.
I choose courses according to my interest. I continue my study - so far so 
good. [Hugo]
Wayne hoped that he was persevering enough to deal with all the courses and attend 
all the tutorials. Ian wanted to take the chance to learn from others.
My working experience is very limited. I can only gain experience and 
apply it in this company. It will not be very useful in other company. I 
regard that studying is also gaining experiences and learning from others’ 
experiences. [Ian]
As all the student-interviewees had taken the business communication course, they 
described their expectations of the course. In addition to gaining a pass, Jason thought 
that it was an enhancing course which could improve his English. Cathy, Dennis, 
Hugo and Stella knew that it was not an English course. They still hoped that their 
English could be better after taking the course. Angela, Cathy, Hugo and Ian wished 
that they could learn to communicate with people in their working areas.
I want to learn something new. In the long term, apart from thinking of 
taking certain courses or gaining a degree within a period of time, I do 
want to learn something which is helpful in my daily life and work in 
every course that I take. For example, I want to learn how to 
communicate better orally with my friends or subordinates. [Hugo]
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6.3.3 Expectation to learning activities
From studying the business communication course, the interviewees tended to assume, 
initially, that tutors of other courses would present the key points of the course 
contents, explain the assignment guides and arrange some learning activities, such as 
whole class discussion or group discussion. They all agreed that the activities could 
help them to handle the study relatively easier. When the study went on, they took 
courses of different types and met tutors of different styles. They accepted that there 
would be some differences between tutors and course natures. They voiced their 
opinions only when the reality was different from their expectations.
Motivated learners, Bertha, Ian, Jason, Wayne and a dependent learner, Cathy, held 
the viewpoint that discussions of course content or concepts should be arranged in 
tutorials. Students and tutors should be involved in discussion, asking and answering 
questions in the tutorials. Tutors should not present all the time. Jason asserted that,
I study in the OUHK because I want to attend tutorials but not lectures.
My expectation is that, one finishes reading the course materials before 
attending tutorials, we discuss the issues. If you want some lectures, you 
should go back to school. It would make no difference in giving talks. 
[Jason]
Other student-interviewees expressed that they did not mind if tutors presented a lot 
or arranged learning activities. They just hoped that the tutors could help them to 
understand the content. The student-interviewees regarded that learning with peers in 
tutorials in the business communication course was enjoyable and helpful to their 
learning.
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In the first interview, all the student-interviewees were asked if they expected to learn 
with their peers in class and out of tutorials in their ensuing courses. They said that it 
would be good if they could. Only Dennis expected that he could learn with his peers 
all the time as a support.
I really hoped to learn with course mates of the course. If I could have 
some one to discuss with, I would not drop the programming course... I 
am really worried in the new courses. I would have to study something 
related to programming again when furthering the study. If I still could 
not get someone to support me, I would have to face a big problem. 
[Dennis]
In short, the student-interviewees expected to learn from their tutors, who might 
conduct various activities. They also welcomed the idea of having peer learning in 
tutorials. Except Dennis, they did not expect to have face-to-face peer learning in the 
form of study groups. Dependent learners tended to accept their tutors presenting 
alone in front of the class, without any student involvement, as long as the 
presentation helped them to understand the main ideas of the course content.
6.3.4 Expectation to examination results
Making reference to the performance in the first one or two assignments, 
student-interviewees could set a more realistic goal for their performance in the 
examinations. When studying courses which they were not good at, they would only 
expect a bare pass. For example, Alice and Bertha were weak in writing essays. They 
expressed some worries.
Please don’t fail. It would be very bad. However, if I can pass, I would 
only pass marginally. [Bertha]
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On the contrary, they expected to gain higher scores than a bare pass in the 
examinations of other courses, but with some reservation. For example, Bertha, Jason 
and Wayne had been doing quite well in mathematics courses and Stella performed 
satisfactorily in computing courses. They expressed with some confidence but not 
high expectation.
In average, I gained about 95 or 96% in all my assignments... It should be 
no problems for me to pass the mathematics course. I hoped that I could 
gain around 85% or more in the examination. [Jason]
6.3.5 Sub-summary
The student-interviewees had shared their learning experiences in detail along with 
the studying process. Their comments showed that they wanted to leam. They told 
their expectations with reference to their limited knowledge and learning experiences 
in the first courses of the study. They wanted to enjoy the study and learning activities, 
including qualification seekers who wanted to leam, and gain a qualification at the 
same time. They also expected that they could leam from their tutors and with their 
peers similar to many taught course students. Only three said that they hoped to leam 
through discussion in tutorials. However, they could not always get what they 
expected.
6.4 A discussion of student-interviewees’ orientations to enrolment, 
preparation and expectations to their study
The above presentation of findings from the student-interviewees seemed to start their 
study with some mismatches between their enrolment to studying, preparation and 
expectations. The findings informed that they were driven by a motivation with
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multiple orientations to fulfil their personal, academic and career needs. However, 
they were not well prepared and not very realistic about starting their study at the 
University.
To face the reality, most student-interviewees’ expressed the need to meet their job 
demands or career development. Although some of them expressed that they wanted 
to learn more knowledge, these people also showed evidence of some job/career 
related orientations. To fulfil their learning and career needs, they all, except one, 
expressed the needed to take advantage of open entry. This was a remedial measure 
which allowing them to continue with a tertiary education in spite of a relatively 
weak previous academic performance. They needed to take distance education in 
response to their commitments to work or family duties. Because of a combination of 
academic, career and time demands, they did not have much choice but to accept the 
distance learning mode. Or, speaking from another angle, it was only the OUHK that 
could offer the mode of education that met their needs.
As Chinese learners, many of them expected to do well, or at least to gain a pass in 
the courses taken. Some had prepared psychologically and/or academically. This 
shows that they had positive attitudes and were ready to make an effort. However, 
these student-interviewees needed to face study demands that they might not be fully 
aware of. For example, only one student-interviewee had read a reference to the study 
skills needed for distance education. Another student-interviewee had prepared 
seriously for the expected language demands. All others had just gained some 
information or had a brief idea of what might be demanded. They had not thought of 
the strategies or methods for becoming independent learners, e.g. asking questions,
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thinking skills, writing skills. The preparation indeed was not sufficient for them to be 
able to adapt favourably to distance learning.
Having good preparation in advance for starting tertiary education in an alternative 
pathway could be crucial to students’ performance and progress. On the contrary, the 
student-interviewees made inconsistent decisions. On one hand, they were aware of 
their academic weaknesses, the language demands and study demands in doing their 
study. On the other hand, they were not prepared well enough to fill the gap. It 
seemed that they were not really responsible for their choices as adults to continue a 
tertiary education. So, they revealed in the first interview that they were not well 
prepared to start the study. Potentially, they would meet plenty of difficulties when 
they tended to perform towards the right end of the dimensions of adaptation, 
suggested in Chapter Five, on study skills.
The student-interviewees’ expectations reflected whether they were making sensible 
or realistic assumptions based on their orientations to enrolment and preparation. 
Some student-interviewees were not realistic. At least two student-interviewees 
expected to finish the programme soon. However, they did not have better academic 
foundations than others. They did not do more preparation than others. In fact, one of 
them did not do any preparation.
Some student-interviewees were a bit more realistic. Other student-interviewees, 
seemed to have taken their own demands and shortcomings into consideration in a 
more sensible way. They did not expect to gain high marks or to finish doing the 
study in a short period of time. The way of thinking might ease their study problems a 
bit.
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A common expectation was that their tutors could help them to leam. Some of them 
realised that they should not wait for their tutors to teach like giving lectures. Some of 
them did not mind how the tutors conducted the sessions. Some expected to leam 
with their peers. One of them expressed an eagerness to leam with peers that was 
curtailed in the distance learning mode. It came out that not all student-interviewees 
could fulfill all expectations. Some of them could not enjoy the learning activities 
they wished to have all the time. Some of them could not achieve their expected 
results. In short, there were some mismatches between what they expected and what 
they experienced.
Overall speaking, the student-interviewees were not well prepared to a certain extent. 
At least, they had not had a thorough understanding of distance learning education. 
They did not have an in-depth understanding of what had been going on in the 
classrooms. In short, although they were very clear about their orientations to 
studying, they were not well prepared to meet the demands that they might not have 
faced before. Some of them even had some unrealistic expectations. They were going 
to be disappointed. This was indicated by the findings about how they practised the 
distance learning at the University.
6.5 Summary
All student-interviewees started their study at the University with some personal 
reasons. The reasons included career issues, social considerations and enjoyment of 
the advantages of open and distance learning. They did some preparation before and 
after the application. They expected to leam some knowledge and gain a qualification 
after a certain number of years. They expected that they could manage the study
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smoothly but might not achieve distinction. It would be good that they could have 
support from their tutors and peers. It turned out that they had to adjust their plans 
and expectations with reference to the mismatches between real-life experiences and 
situations. The next chapters will present a detailed description of their studying 
experiences and explanations for the mismatches.
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Chapter 7 
Facing the Academic Demands
After describing why the student-interviewees became involved in, how they 
prepared for and what they expected initially from starting their study at the 
University, now it is time to present the findings from the student-interviewees’ study 
in action -  “How did these novice students manage their study?”.
In the following sections, types of courses demands and the study skills that the 
student-interviewees employed to deal with their study will be first presented (7.1), 
followed by a section on how they used available support to face the academic 
demands (7.2). In the process of managing study, student-interviewees might think of 
initial plans to perform and achieve. Actions were taken for some plans. An account 
of what they intended to gain and the ultimate actions taken has been given (7.3). A 
discussion of their understanding and practice of facing study demands is followed 
(7.4).
7.1 How did the student-interviewees manage their study?
This section focuses on the course demands and the study skills that the interviewees 
employed. The student-interviewees had taken action initially to manage their study, 
mainly in relation to understanding course materials, dealing with tutor-marked 
assignments (TMAs) and taking examinations. The study skills referred to here 
include the methods employed and the actions taken to meet their study needs. 
Related questions that were asked to reflect the course demands and study skills were:
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1. What problems or hurdles have you been facing? How do you feel? How do you 
deal with pressure if any?
2. How have you been coping with these problems?
3. How have you been coping with the first few assignments that were to be assessed?
4. Why do you attend tutorials? How helpful are the learning activities and the tutors’ 
presentation?
Students who took courses of different types were required to display different study 
skills. During the period of data collection, the three main types of courses that the 
student-interviewees were taking were essay type, computing and I.T. (computing-I.T.) 
type and mathematics and accounting (mathematics-accounting) type. In each course, 
they always needed to employ various study skills so as to manage three main tasks: 
reading and understanding course materials, dealing with TMAs and sitting for 
examinations. Generally speaking, the student-interviewees were not good at all types 
of courses. When they studied the types of courses that they were relatively weak in, 
they faced more difficulties. The common methods used by Chinese learners in 
general were making effort and attending tutorials for tutors’ cues. Sometimes they 
sought support from their peers or friends to share ideas and workload.
7.1.1 The first task: reading and understanding course materials 
The student-interviewees’ performances in essay type courses, particularly in the 
business communication course which was presented in English, will be the main 
focus of discussion in the following paragraphs. The student-interviewees reported 
their actions and views in great detail quite closely related to the course during the 
first in-depth interview. The information provided can illustrate clearly the study
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skills being demanded and employed. Student-interviewees’ performance in other 
essay type courses will be brought up where appropriate. Sharing with those who had 
attended computing-I.T. courses and mathematics-accounting courses are also 
presented to give a fuller picture of how they managed to do so.
Student-interviewees were aware that they should take the initiative to handle their 
studies. They first read on their own. They also attended tutorials to facilitate their 
learning processes.
Reading on their own to understanding course materials
All student-interviewees expressed that they could understand the materials, although 
not at the first attempt. Student-interviewees who were relatively good at studying 
essay-type courses found no difficulties in reading and comprehending the texts. 
For difficult parts, they usually read the materials a few more times and looked up the 
dictionary to get a better understanding. Ian, who faced more difficulties, employed a 
range of skills in dealing with the task.
Angela had studied overseas. She had no problems with understanding the texts. 
Cathy, who took a GCE O-level equivalent English course before starting at the 
University, had no big problems in dealing with the first two courses. Jason and 
Wayne read the course materials before reading the recommended textbooks. Making 
use of the guidelines provided in the course materials was a useful skill to help.
Usually, I read briefly for the first time. I spend only one night to. go 
through a chapter, about four hours with breaks in between... I find that 
the course materials are more important than the textbook. They can guide 
me to read. The textbook has many chapters and lots of information. I
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need much time to understand it. But the course materials indicate the 
parts of the textbook that I need to refer to. Then I will read that part. I can 
get a clearer understanding and save time to do so. [Jason]
Bertha, Ian, Stella, Wayne and Esther would look up the dictionary to understand 
unfamiliar words if needed. However, sometimes they were not sure if it was the 
correct way. Wayne could not even determine which parts were more important.
My English is quite weak... I think I am not good at study skills. My 
ability is quite weak. I find that my way of studying, whether for the 
professional accounting papers or the current courses, is just to read every 
single page and check the dictionary when new words come up. I did not 
know how to select what should be covered or what should be left behind.
I would say it is not a good or clever way of studying. [Wayne]
Even when the student-interviewees had taken the initial step, they might not be able 
to understand the concepts. More time had been spent but the effect was still not very 
good. Ian was not satisfied with the outcome.
The reason [for spending longer time] is that my English is too weak. It 
turned out that studying ten hours per week was not enough for me. In 
reading the textbook, I could not understand. I have to look up the 
dictionary very often. I could not comprehend the text quickly. I needed to 
read over again at least twice to grasp the idea. My time was wasted in this 
area. I spent much more time to finish reading but still might not be able to 
understand thoroughly. [Ian]
Esther found her way to deal with the difficult parts. She would just read on further to 
understand other parts.
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Sometimes I did not understand thoroughly the course materials... I might 
not prepare the topics well enough. (Q: How did you deal with the 
problem?) I did not handle it. I can only handle what I can. Otherwise, I 
just left them behind. [Esther]
Course materials of computing-I.T. courses, and mathematics-accounting courses 
included formulae, instructions and steps for solving problems. None of the 
student-interviewees reported having problems in understanding materials of a 
foundation business computing course, in which basic concepts and applications of 
daily used software were introduced. Only Angela expressed that it was a challenge 
for her to remember the definitions.
However, some computing-I.T. concepts were not so easy to deal with. Dennis took 
some courses which were very new to him. It was a demand for him to understand the 
relevant concepts. He did not have any chance for hands-on practice to acquire the 
concepts.
[One of the computing courses] is a new subject to me which is different 
from the Internet. It is about setting up a network inside a company, for 
example, connecting all the computers to form a network, and connecting 
the network of other companies or branches. As my company is a very 
small company, with only two computers, I have not come across such 
construction. It is a new technology to me. [Dennis]
In total, there were seven student-interviewees who had taken a mathematics course. 
As mentioned by Angela, there were a lot of formulae and concepts to learn. The 
student-interviewees who were good at mathematics-accounting reported that they 
had no problems. Alice, Ian, Jason and Wayne said that he had learned some in then- 
previous education. Taking the course seemed like revising and having a chance to
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gain deeper understanding of the concepts.
Angela and Esther had some difficulties in understanding the materials. Angela was 
weak in mathematics. She had to read the course materials a few times to be able to 
understand. She had to spend extra time to deal with the assignments and revising for 
the examination. Both Angela and Esther relied on their tutors’ explanations and 
hands-on practice in the tutorials.
Bertha expressed that she had no confidence in doing calculations initially. She took a 
mathematics course as the first steppingstone for continuing her study at the 
University. She worked hard and always read ahead of the schedules. When she took 
more than one course, she spent longer hours every day to study. She tried her best to 
preview for attending tutorials.
At the beginning, I felt a bit relaxed as I had read a few chapters ahead of 
the schedule. However, when time went by, I had to spend time on doing 
assignments. I spent much time doing well in assignments and able to 
hand in on time. Gradually, my reading schedule went along with the 
tutorial schedules. So far, for example, [the mathematics course], I still 
managed to read a bit ahead of the tutor’s schedule. If I was not ahead of 
the schedule, it would be not ideal. [Bertha]
Overall speaking, all student-interviewees first found ways to understand their course 
materials. They read guidelines, checked dictionaries and spent time to read more 
than once in the hope of understanding course contents. The effects might not be 
satisfying all the time. They might rely on their tutors eventually.
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Attending tutorials to help
All student-interviewees realised that reading materials on their own would not be 
enough to gain a full understanding. They all attended tutorials in the business 
communication course to learn as much as possible to facilitate their learning. They 
listened to the tutor’s presentation, involved in whole class discussion and peers’ 
sharing. They displayed some study skills, including listening and speaking skills.
Nine student-interviewees mentioned that they previewed for attending tutorials to 
clarify unclear points or confirm their understanding. Cathy expressed that she did not 
have time to do the preparation. Then she would read afterwards. Alice started to 
preview for tutorials in the second semester of study. She did not do so in the first 
semester because of laziness. Reported by the student-interviewees and observed in 
the visits, Trudy arranged different activities, such as a short presentation, whole class 
or group discussion to help her tutees to learn. The student-interviewees described 
many advantages.
You may think that you have understood the concepts when you study at 
home. However, it is not the case. I have had an experience. When the 
course first started, I was very hardworking and I read a lot before 
attending tutorials. I thought that I understood what was presented. 
However, after attending the tutorials, I realised that I made mistakes. 
Therefore I regard that attending tutorials is very important. Otherwise, I 
would not be able to make sure if I have understood correctly. [Stella]
Hugo attended tutorials to listen to the tutor’s presentation in order to gain a better 
understanding of course materials in a shorter time than reading on his own.
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Maybe you do not understand if you study the book only. The tutorials 
would be very helpful. It also helped me to understand more and clearer 
by using less time. If you missed a tutorial, you might miss some 
important points and have no chance to fill in the gap. [Hugo]
They could learn through participating in learning activities as well. Alice 
acknowledged that the learning activities arranged helped her to gain more vivid 
impressions which could save revision time.
In order to gain benefits, student-interviewees took action to prepare and participate 
in the learning activities arranged in the tutorials. Bertha always previewed and tried 
her best to leam the contents initially. She took initial actions as a motivated learner 
should do.
If I come across questions before tutorials, I will mark the notes. I will pay 
more attention to the parts that I do not understand. I ask questions in 
every tutorial. I must have something to ask. [Bertha]
Although student-interviewees previewed for attending tutorials, some of them might 
not participate that much in the learning activities. Their degree of involvement 
varied. When group discussion activity was arranged, student-interviewees performed 
differently in their groups. Angela, Bertha and Stella behaved a bit more actively than 
other students. They were happy to share ideas and did not mind presenting the 
results. However, Alice, Cathy, Esther, Hugo and Ian tended to keep quiet in the 
group. Alice just wanted to listen to others’ views. Esther and Hugo expressed that it 
was fine to be quiet. They felt all right just listening to their peers.
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I pondered my peers’ presentation and would think of how I would present 
if I were they. However, I might not be able to present as well as imagined.
I would be very nervous if I had to present... I did not participate actively 
in the group discussion. [Hugo]
These student-interviewees displayed some kinds of study skills, doing preparation 
for attending tutorials, using listening and/or speaking skills. However, there were 
students who did not possess sufficient language competence to understand the 
dialogues. Ian, who was weak in English, attended passively and quietly although he 
had previewed for attending tutorials.
I found that my English was poorer than when I was studying in school...
In tutorials I could not catch all the ideas that the tutor presented in 
English. It is useless for me to sit there without learning. [Ian]
Cathy, the busy student-interviewee who did not preview for attending tutorials all the 
time, could not make the best out of attending tutorials.
I had not enough preparation. By the time I started my courses, I was very 
busy at work. I did not have time to prepare before attending tutorials. It’s 
true. So, I was not very sure and clear about my tutors’ presentation and 
questions. (Q: Did you feel nervous?) Yes. I totally did not know how to 
answer the questions. It was until the time that I had to deal with the 
assignments, then I was a bit clearer of what should be learned. [Cathy]
The main activities of the tutorials in the foundation business computing course were 
the demonstration of software use by the tutors and the development of 
student-interviewees’ practical skills through hands-on practice. In other 
computing-I.T. courses, reported by the student-interviewees, tutors’ presentation of 
concepts was the main activity. Discussion and presentations given by students were
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minimal. Student-interviewees did not need to speak up to share ideas or answer 
questions. The use of speaking skills was relatively less frequent than studying essay 
type courses. Instead, to understand and follow steps or instructions was considered 
important.
Not all student-interviewees could get a better understanding by listening to the tutors 
of the allocated group. In the second semester of the data collection period, three 
student-interviewees shifted to other tutorial groups for other tutors’ presentations.
I changed to another group by myself. The tutor taught well. He usually 
explained the definitions and showed us how to calculate. [Alice]
Hugo and Stella, on top of attending tutorials of their own group, attended sessions of 
another group in the same courses when they found the courses were not easy to 
handle or their assigned tutors were not good enough. After taking more courses, 
Stella concluded that just attending one tutorial series was not enough.
It would be no harm to attend two tutorial groups. I regretted [that I did 
not do so earlier]. The tutor of another computing-I.T. course was very 
nice. It would not be a loss to do so. I have learned now and practised it. I 
attended two tutorial groups for [a third computing-I.T. course]. It helped 
me to understand more. You know, each tutor presents what she/he sees as 
important. If you go to another tutorial group, you will have the chance to 
get what you want. [Stella]
Although Dennis did not have time to attend a second round of tutorials, he took extra 
time to get another tutor’s notes from online in one computing-I.T. course.
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I learned that many students went to attend tutorials of another group. I 
also learned that the tutor of the group prepared and presented better than 
mine. I thought of attending his tutorial which was on Sundays. But the 
time did not fit into my schedule. Now, in addition to reading the notes 
prepared by my tutor, I also read the notes of another group. It’s a waste of 
time and energy. But I don’t bother if it is helpful to deal with assignments. 
[Dennis]
To sum up, the student-interviewees took different actions in helping themselves to 
understand course materials. The actions included previewing, making notes and 
asking questions in tutorials. Dependent learners sought chances to get extra support 
from tutors. In addition, it seemed that the student-interviewees who made more 
effort and were able to employ more study skills would benefit more.
7.1.2 The second task: dealing with TMAs
Handing in TMAs is one form of support that paces students’ learning and keeps them 
to revise from time to time, and serves as a continuous assessment designed in the 
distance learning mode. Comments given on the TMAs by tutors provide information 
for students to know how much and how well they have learned.
In this study, the main steps taken by the student-interviewees to deal with the 
assignments were: understanding the requirements, referring to the relevant parts in 
the course materials and writing up. Reading and writing skills were important in this 
learning activity. Student-interviewees had to comprehend the assignment questions 
before attempting. They needed to read and scan for useful information. They needed 
to present their ideas in written form. To make sure that they understood the tasks and 
to make improvement in the coming assignments, seeking tutors’ cues by listening to 
tutors’ explanation of the TMA guidelines, requirements and comments was one of
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the key reasons for the student-interviewees attending tutorials. Stella shared her 
observation that students usually should be able to handle the assignments except for 
one in which she did not understand the course materials even after attending tutorials. 
Jason took initial action to do his part.
Usually, I studied the assignment topics a few times to make sure that I 
was very clear about the questions and requirements. [Jason]
However, it would cost a lot if one dealt with the assignments before having a 
thorough understanding of requirements. Bertha was a student who showed initiative. 
She shared her painful experience in doing an accounting TMA ahead of the schedule.
I misunderstood a concept and lost 20 marks totally in an assignment. The 
cost was 20 marks. I got the lowest mark in that assignment among all 
TMAs of the course. However, I had a very vivid memory and a big lesson.
I will not make the same mistake ever ever. [Bertha]
To be more sure of assignment requirements, student-interviewees attended tutorials 
to listen to the tutors’ remarks. While listening to the tutors’ explanations, tutees noted 
the key points which could help them to finish the TMAs easier.
It’s very useful. First of all, the most important thing was that she 
reminded us of the due date for handing in the assignment. Although the 
deadline had been stated in the assignments, I did not read that for 
TMAs as I focused on the contents without reading the assigmnent. 
Second, she reminded us about the important points of doing 
assignments, e.g. we cannot use point form to answer the questions. I 
think there would be a lot of students who would make this kind of 
mistakes if they were not reminded. [Wayne]
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Although the steps and requirements of dealing with TMAs were clear, and they had 
already attended tutorials to help understand the course contents, it did not mean that 
the student-interviewees could handle the task smoothly. All of them still found 
difficulties of various degrees in different types of assignments. They had worries and 
some of them faced the problems of expressing ideas in English. Alice, Bertha and 
Wayne expressed that writing essays was more difficult than doing calculations.
Wayne expressed that he could write essays although not very well. However, he did 
worry about making grammatical mistakes. Bertha, Stella and Wayne expressed that 
they were not good at writing and did not know how to organise ideas that had come 
to their minds. Once in a telephone discussion, Bertha expressed that she felt painful, 
like suffering a toothache, when she needed to write an essay of five hundred words. 
She continued to express in an analogy that she seemed to be dying when writing 
essays of more than a thousand words in a management course. Ian, who was weak in 
English and had no one to ask, felt worse. Stella faced the same problems.
I made a lot of effort in the first TMA. I started it very early. However, I 
faced the problem of English competence. I had the points in mind but 
could not present them properly in English. I was not able to express 
clearly with correct words and grammar. [Ian]
I don’t think that my English is competent enough. The biggest problem in 
the business communication course was to deal with assignments. My 
writing skill is not good. I found writing a letter was very difficult. I tried 
it until 1 or 2 am and handed in that day. It was hard. [Stella]
To handle the writing problems and to make sure more marks would be gained, the 
student-interviewees took action to perform better. Usually a few drafts were written
Understanding and Practice o f  Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f Hong Kong
Facing the Academic Demands
201
before being finalised and handed in to the tutor. Jason had read the requirements a 
few times to make sure that he understood it thoroughly. Then,
Yes, I have a bit problem in writing. I now draft, review and counter 
check carefully. I try my best to avoid silly mistakes. I spend one or two 
nights, two or three hours per night, to draft an assignment that is not 
difficult. Afterwards, I use another two nights to review it. Using two 
weeks to handle an assignment is more than enough. [Jason]
Bertha’s revising and editing skills in writing hindered her performance further. She 
wrote many drafts and edited them until the last minute. However, she still made 
mistakes and lost marks.
I always limited my answer to the first thought came into my mind. For 
example, there could be a few possible views for tackling a question. 
However, I have been so stubborn that I would only keep to the single 
point. Even if I make revisions, I only make minor changes but still keep 
the same point throughout. Maybe this is the reason that I do not perform 
well. [Bertha]
Alice’s tutors commented that her work was not elaborative enough. She expressed 
that it was difficult to write appropriately.
Yes, it is right to ask for more elaboration. However, it is very difficult for 
me. It is interesting in studying the management courses here. I was 
required to give a lot of examples. Even if I understood the theory, I was 
required to present it in detail. I am used to writing one or two sentences to 
present my ideas. I supposed the tutors should miderstand what I mean. 
[Alice]
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Angela, Cathy and Hugo, who preferred writing essays as they could elaborate their 
own ideas, still found difficulties. Angela, who seemed to have more confidence in 
writing, expressed that she did not know how to present key points. Hugo was not 
sure if his thoughts were correct, so he struggled in a lot in the pre-writing stage. 
Cathy summed up the study demands and skills that her peers expressed.
The most difficult task is dealing with assignments. We needed to read a 
lot of information, materials and textbooks before we can understand the 
requirements of the assignments and know how to tackle them. I also 
could not express very well in writing although I had read a lot before 
writing. Maybe my expressing techniques are weak. I read my writing 
over and over many times, to check the spelling, grammar and structures.
I wanted to make sure eveiything was all right before handing in. 
Otherwise, I would have made a lot of mistakes. I spent long hours to 
deal with each assignment. [Cathy]
Even if they managed to finish the writing, they suspected that they would lose marks 
when tutors held different points of views. It added some pressure. Bertha said,
You don’t know how the tutors or markers would mark your writing.
There are no definite or standard answers. You never know exactly how 
you perform. [Bertha]
After handing in the TMAs, the student-interviewees receive comments and remarks 
from their tutors. They regarded that as another chance to leam and to improve 
performance. Cathy, Stella and Wayne paid attention to Trudy’s comments on the 
marked assignments for improvement.
I do not care too much if I can score high marks. Usually, tutors will 
point out the mistakes that I have made. I checked and found that I really 
had made mistakes there... I try to improve. When we receive the
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comments, I will pay more attention to the parts commented on and 
avoid making the same mistakes in the coming assignments. [Stella]
Learning from the previous assignments, student-interviewees took measures to 
improve their performance in the forthcoming ones. Bertha, reflected on her 
performance, learned a lesson which could help her to perform better. On one hand, 
she acknowledged the importance of listening to Trudy’s remarks. On the other hand, 
she reflected on the result of not paying enough attention to the remarks.
I don’t think that I have been performing well. I had a brief chat with 
Trudy the other day. She expressed that she was a bit disappointed with 
my performance in the assignments. “Oh, my God,” I thought... She 
actually had mentioned and reminded us of important points when she was 
briefing us for the assignment. It was because I did not bear them in mind 
or take them seriously enough... I had taken notes. However, I did not pay 
attention to it. [Bertha]
Alice took her tutors’ advice to elaborate her ideas as required. She followed, 
although seemingly not very willingly, and had some improvements in the later 
assignments.
The tutors made comments after marking it. Since marks were given, I 
would not argue with tutors for marks or different views. Sometimes, I 
regarded that the comments were not correct... Yes, I did follow the 
suggestion to write more. [Alice]
Apart from understanding the TMA requirements and employing some study skills, 
taking initial action to seek advice to tutors on writing skills would be helpful. Wayne 
sought advice from Trudy.
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I expressed to Trudy that my English was not good. I was worried about 
my grammar. I was not satisfied. She suggested that I read a grammar 
book for help. I hoped that my English would be improved. [Wayne]
While most of the student-interviewees were worried about writing essays, Angela 
and Hugo found difficulties in doing mathematics. They had been weak in 
mathematics since they were young.
I prefer essay-type questions. I am very afraid of doing mathematics. Once 
I got the answer wrong, I would not have any marks. I have not had much 
confidence in mathematics since primary school. [Hugo]
Angela attended tutorials and paid much attention to learning from (Tavis’) 
demonstration. Although she could solve problems by following his instructions, she 
could not get the concepts thoroughly. She could not deal with the assignments 
smoothly although she had tried very hard. In order to buy time for attempting the 
TMAs, she approached (Tavis) to ask for an extension of the deadline.
He presented very clearly... I think I only understand half of the concepts.
It seemed to me that I could understand in the tutorials. However, I 
would have problems when I needed to tackle assignments... I called 
him and asked for an extension for handing in the assignments... I 
wanted to have more time to finish the assignments by asking for an 
extension. [Angela]
Esther also asked to extend the deadlines for handing in assignments but did not say 
in which course this was.
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Six student-interviewees turned to their peers for support when they could not deal 
with assignments independently. Dennis needed much support to understand course 
materials and to deal with TMAs of the computing-I.T. courses. In the second 
semester, he joined a study group of supportive peers to deal with the TMAs. Stella 
also found it not easy to handle the applied computing courses. She dealt with the 
TMAs part by part when she felt ready to do so after reading. She also made use of 
the online discussion board.
Seeking advice from other students of the University might be a sound idea. Alice, 
Angela, Hugo and Wayne had friends or colleagues who had studied in the University. 
They asked for their advice when needed. For example, Wayne turned to his 
colleagues when he realised that he might go to the wrong direction.
I thought carefully and in detail to make sure if I was answering the 
question. Still I did not know how to answer properly. So I asked my 
colleagues, my friends who have studied in the OUHK. I asked their 
views and organised for answering the question. [Wayne]
It was quite common for the student-interviewees to attend tutorials to gain a clear 
understanding of the assignment requirements and then try on their own. In the 
process of trying, student-interviewees might have different problems. They took 
their tutors’ advice and gained support from others if possible. When there was a need, 
they asked for an extension of the deadline to hand in their assignments.
Understanding and Practice o f Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f Hong Kong
Facing the Academic Demands
206
7.1.3 The third task: sitting examinations
Passing the examinations was a must for the student-interviewees to gain credit in the 
courses. All of them expressed that they were nervous about sitting for examinations 
or worried about performance. In addition, the student-interviewees did not have as 
much time to finish all the examination questions as they could have when dealing 
with the TMAs.
The student-interviewees, who had not taken examinations for a relatively longer 
period of time, expressed that they had some pressure. Some were better off. Alice 
said that she got used to taking examinations. She did not feel particularly nervous. 
Angela, who found it not too difficult to handle essays, expressed that she did not 
have as much time as for doing assignments to write in the examination sessions. 
Allocating time to answer the questions was important too. Ian faced all the problems.
My performance in the examination was weak. I did not allocate my time 
properly. I did not read the passage for comprehension in good detail. In 
the first hour of the examination, I was veiy, very nervous. Maybe I had 
not taken an examination for too long a time. I did not think for the 
answers thoroughly. I was worried about whether I had enough time to 
finish all the questions. After answering two questions, I realised that I 
could have enough time to finish the whole paper. However, I think I 
should allocate my time better. Personally speaking, I did not regard that 
three hours were enough for me. [Ian]
Better preparation for sitting examinations was a way that the student-interviewees 
employed to lower the stress or to achieve a better result. Allocating time to study 
every day was one of the ways. Angela, Bertha, Cathy, Hugo, Jason and Wayne 
started revision quite early. Hugo started to revise one part each week for a business 
communication course a month before the examination. Bertha wrote the
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mathematics formulae on a piece of paper and revised them when she travelled to and 
from work. She re-scheduled her study plan to make time for revision when studying 
more than one course.
When I prepared for the examination of [a financial management course],
I did not study [an accounting course] for two weeks. I really did not have 
enough time. I wanted to spare my time to revise all the course materials. 
Therefore I stopped studying [the accounting course] in those weeks. I 
took it up again after taking the examination. [Bertha]
Cathy tried to go over all the materials thoroughly during term time as a revision. She 
knew in advance that she would not have enough time to do revision when the 
examination was near.
The student-interviewees would revise selectively for examinations. They paid more 
attention to the parts or courses they found more difficult. Working on examination 
samplers or past papers was another way to do the preparation. Alice, Ian, Esther, 
Hugo and Jason always worked on past examination papers as revision.
I only used a week to revise. This subject was not that difficult. I read the 
theory and tried the past examination papers. I found that the mode of 
examination was very similar. I studied according to the requirements. 
Therefore, I did not need to spend much time on revision. [Jason]
Having a psychological preparation was helpful too. Wayne took action to help 
himself.
The University suggested to us to prepare for sitting examinations, e.g. to 
eat something. I tried to follow the suggestion. However, I did not feel like 
eating. I was nervous. I arrived at the examination venue an hour before
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the session commenced. In this case, I did not need to worry if I would be 
late or could not find the location. [Wayne]
Angela felt nothing special about taking the examination at the time when it was 
approaching. However, she still planned to do some psychological preparation for 
taking the first examination of the study.
It should be nothing special. However, I will pay a visit to the examination 
centre before the day. It is a kind of psychological preparation. [Angela]
Seven student-interviewees also took ‘preventive’ measures to avoid problems in 
dealing with examinations. They took courses by considering their time available and 
ability. In the second year of their study, all the student-interviewees planned to take a 
maximum of two examinations at the same time. Bertha would take courses that were 
linked together somehow around the same time so she could make sense of the 
relevant knowledge. Wayne tried not to study two essay-type courses together. Angela, 
understood clearly that she could not manage mathematics well, so she decided not to 
apply for a new course in the fourth semester in order to concentrate on studying the 
mathematics course. Due to time constraints, Cathy only studied one course at a time 
or took a break from study.
In short, to prepare for examinations, student-interviewees revised when they could 
spare the time. They studied the important parts or difficult parts in the hope of 
gaining a satisfying result. Having psychological preparation, either by starting to 
revise early or arriving at the examination venue early, could be helpful. Planning for 
courses to be taken in a semester also helped them to release some pressure when 
taking examinations.
Understanding and Practice o f Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f  Hong Kong
Facing the Academic Demands
209
The summary table drawn below was based on the initial sharing from the 
student-interviewees. It has to be noted that they might not have mentioned all the 
actions that were undertaken.
Table 7.1: Study skills that the student-interviewees employed to deal with study
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7.1.4 Mismatches between the course demands and the study skills 
The student-interviewees had made an effort to deal with their studies. However, they 
expressed that they might not perform so satisfactorily. There were some mismatches 
between the demands of studying certain courses and the study skills equipped or 
employed.
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In the above presentation, it was found that the student-interviewees faced different 
course demands in studying different types of courses. They might not have sufficient 
English language competence to understand course materials and present their 
understandings in essays. They might not be able to do calculations correctly after 
learning from demonstration and practice. They might not be able to pick up 
knowledge and skills which were totally new to them. Although they employed 
various cognitive study skills to bridge the mismatches, sometimes they could make it, 
sometimes not.
Time management skills are important for part-time students. They do not have much 
time to spare for studying after meeting the demands of work or other responsibilities. 
It was found that Angela, Bertha, Esther, Jason, Stella and Wayne scheduled their 
study time quite well while others had no regular schedule. They studied when they 
had time.
By analysing a drop-out student’s data, it was found that she faced all the hurdles that 
various student-interviewees faced. Weak English and a busy schedule at work 
demanded much of her time. She criticised herself for not being determined enough. 
She realised that she needed a longer adaptation period for doing distance learning. 
She dropped out without finishing the final assignment after all, and was not eligible 
to take the examination. This case indeed reminds educators to think how to support 
students when they face problems.
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7.1.5 Sub-summary
To sum up, on one hand, the student-interviewees seemed to have
1. shown initiative and invested effort to work on their own initially to handle the 
study;
2. been attending tutorials, which was the most common way to help themselves as 
they wanted to get cues from tutors and about the assessment requirements;
3. displayed a strong achievement motivation to continue and perform well;
4. spent longer periods of time when they felt there was a need to handle the study.
On the other hand, they had different problems. Some of them
1. did not have adequate language abilities to handle their study in English. This 
caused problems in comprehending course contents and writing up the 
assignments and answering questions in essay form;
2. could not manage new concepts of all courses. Some were good at essay-type 
courses, but weak in computing-I.T. or mathematics-accounting types, or vice 
versa. They performed not as well as they wanted to. They needed extra time, 
effort and support to handle tasks, which they might not have prepared to do;
3. became involved in tutorials in various degrees because of different reasons: not 
enough language ability, insufficient previewing, not understanding concepts with 
tutors’ support, not enough confidence to share views, tutorial presentation styles 
did not favour active participations and personal preferences in learning;
4. might not have enough time to study after work or preview for attending tutorials;
5. did not have many peer learning experiences outside classrooms because of 
limited time, lacking initiatives and distance geographic residence location;
6. had limited examination hours which did not allow them to ponder long in 
presenting ideas, especially in essay-type courses.
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Overall speaking, some of these student-interviewees might not have had sufficient 
study skills to perform as independent learners. It was interesting to find that the 
experienced student, Esther, handled her study without obvious different strategies 
from the novices. This might hint that experienced students might not necessarily 
perform more maturely even though they had studied a longer time in the University. 
The motivated learners who were relatively a bit more independent indeed had 
already displayed their learning styles quite early in the study. Many 
student-interviewees needed to rely on tutors’ cues, to be assured that their 
understanding of concepts or assignment requirements were correct. It reflected that 
these students needed support to develop a higher degree of self-determination in 
dealing with the learning tasks. Indeed, the student-interviewees sought different 
support in order to bridge the mismatch of course demands and study skills.
How the student-interviewees managed their study initially was presented in a chart 
as follows.
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Figure 7.1 A graphic illustration of how student-interviewees managed their study 
initially.
Key Explanation
main learning experiences and 
performance
how students managed their study
a spectrum o f characteristics o f  two related 
but relatively contrasting
----------------------------- ► a relatively smoother study path
------------------► a relatively more difficult study path
......................... ► returned to take course after dropping out
• ....................................• dropped out/ failed
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7.2 Support Needed, Availability and Utilising of Support
In the previous sections, we have presented the course demands and study skills 
employed by the student-interviewees. It was found that the student-interviewees 
employed methods that they perceived as workable initially. However, they could not 
deal with all the demands alone. They reached out to seek support. They needed much 
support from the University in dealing with the course demands in additional to their 
own effort invested. This section will give an account of the support needed, the 
availability and utility of support.
It was found that some support was available and well utilised, while some was not. 
The following paragraphs will first present the support needed and available in the 
different stages of study or tasks to be dealt with. This will be followed by a 
presentation on the support needed but not available, and support provided but not 
well utilised.
The data were collected from the student-interviewees through asking the following 
questions:
1. What problems or hurdles have you been facing?
2. How have you been coping with these problems?
3. How have you been coping with the few first assignments that were to be
assessed?
4. Why do you attend tutorials? How helpful are the learning activities and the 
tutors’ presentation?
5. What support do you have already and need further?
6. What do you think of the learning package (now): materials, learning mode and 
assessment mode, academic support/facilities?
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7.2.1 Support needed in different stages or tasks to be dealt with
As soon as the student-interviewees had decided to take up their study at a distance, 
they had, more or less, started to involve themselves in the study. The first actions 
they took were to have some preparation, psychologically and/or practically. In the 
hope of having a satisfying study, early preparation seemed appropriate. Once the 
courses commenced, the student-interviewees dealt with the three main tasks: 
understanding course materials, dealing with TMAs and sitting examinations. They 
needed to invest their own effort in the first place. They also needed some support to 
facilitate their learning. From interpreting the interview data and the relevant 
University documents, student-interviewees could use the following support which 
related to their study: published information about enrolment and choosing courses, 
course materials, face-to-face tutorials, telephone tutoring, surgeries, tutor online 
support, learning with their fellow students and using University services and 
facilities.
7.2.2 Support needed and available for preparing to study at a distance
Students might already have some ideas about the University and its mode of delivery 
through multi-media. When they had decided to take up the study, they might like to 
know more and clearly about the learning mode and the demands in studying certain 
courses.
Referring to printed materials
Apart from seeking advice from their friends or some experienced students, new 
students could make use of the bi-annually published prospectuses with the course 
supplement, and attending orientations if they wished. All student-interviewees had
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read the prospectus, and possibly the course supplement as well in the hope of 
helping themselves to decide what courses to take that would contribute to their 
expected qualifications. Students could refer to both documents for choosing courses. 
In the prospectus, information about the University, its mission, and what to do and 
study in order to gain a qualification was included. Details of individual courses were 
listed in the course supplementary material. For each course, details like course code 
and title, aims and contents, tutorials and assessment arrangements were provided for 
reference. Contents pages and samples of course descriptions are attached at 
Appendix L. If students wanted to make sure whether their English, Mathematics or 
Science skills were competent enough for those related courses, they could obtain 
some self-diagnostic tests from the University. Students could also read course 
materials that were available in the public libraries to have an idea of the courses.
Attending orientation sessions
Angela, Dennis and Ian attended the optional orientation sessions organised by the 
University hoping to know more and become clearer about the learning mode and the 
courses taken. After listening to a presentation from a University staff member, Ian 
had some confidence about starting his study although he was worried about his 
English standard. He said that the presentation was very good and persuasive. Angela 
got the advice needed, and she followed.
In the orientation, some past students shared their experiences with us 
about their student life, and talked about how many courses we should 
take. I agreed with what they said, “Just to take one course at the 
beginning to get used to study again.” I took their advice as I had stopped 
studying for more than five years. [Angela]
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She also read Study stalls fo r open learning (Murphy et al., 1997) prepared by the 
University to advise students on facing course demands.
Attending the orientation sessions could be considered as the earliest support by some 
students in addition to the information provided in the prospectuses and the course 
supplement. Angela got the practical advice that she needed. Dennis got some 
information about the courses for which he had applied. Ian gained some 
psychological assurance. Other student-interviewees did not mention whether they 
had attended any orientations.
7.2.3 Support needed to deal with study tasks
After the students had enrolled in certain courses, they prepared themselves to deal 
with the study. When answering the questions related to how they managed their 
study, they told what they had done. All of the student-interviewees also described the 
support needed and available in dealing with different study tasks. Attending tutorials 
or working with peers could help them to understand course contents and handle 
assignments. Tutors’ encouraging attitudes could help to handle the whole course.
Support needed and available for dealing the first task -  understanding course 
materials
The first task that the student-interviewees faced was to understand the course 
materials. Ian took a business communication course as the first course. Learning 
course contents in English was a demand for him. He expressed that the orientation of 
the course gave him some idea about studying the course.
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Before applying for the course, I did consider my English competency. I 
remember one of the students asked about the issue of language ability and 
the study progress. The staff said that there would not be a big problem if 
we started with the foundation courses. It would be fine that we put our 
time into the study, following the study materials step by step. I remember 
this sentence vividly. [Ian]
All student-interviewees expressed that the course materials were sufficient and well 
organised for them to learn.
I think it is good as the reading materials provide guidance to study. It 
guides you to read certain pages or sections of the textbooks or listen to 
tapes and do exercises. The guidance is quite enough. [Angela]
Ian said that the course materials were presented in simpler English than that used in 
the textbooks. He did not need to spend as much time to check so many words. He 
was more willing to finish the reading as he could get the meanings without much 
difficulty. Jason gave a brief comparison to the course materials prepared by the 
University and the recommended textbook to illustrate the strength of the course 
materials. Wayne made use of the suggested schedule from the course materials to 
monitor his reading progress. He would push the studying pace when he found that he 
was behind the schedule. He drew an analogy to express his view.
The course materials from the University provided a guide for me to study 
the book. When I study the course materials, I am guided to refer to the 
textbook. It acts as a “silent teacher”, which is similar to our teachers in 
classrooms. After the teacher has finished a presentation, we are asked to 
refer to the textbook for further details. It is helpful. [Wayne]
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Hugo said the bigger font size of the headings and the summary at the end of each 
section helped him to understand the flow of ideas and get the main concepts of the 
content to be learned.
To facilitate the need to understand course materials, all student-interviewees 
attended tutorials scheduled for optional attendance on top of reading on their own. 
They also reported the benefits they gained in attending tutorials. They supposed the 
presentation by tutors or any learning activities conducted would have a positive 
influence on their learning. All the student-interviewees, except Cathy, gave quite 
positive comments to their tutors about the first courses taken. As observed and 
reported, the learning activities conducted in the business communication course 
included short presentations given by the tutor, Trudy, on the main concepts, whole 
class discussions, small group discussions and report back sessions. Alice shared how 
Trudy helped her.
I enjoyed the learning activities in the business communication course.
After attending the tutorials, I could remember the main points. When I 
opened the course materials and textbook, I could recall what had been 
covered. I understood and remembered all. I could leave the reading until 
around the examination time. [Alice]
Some student-interviewees reported the support gained in other courses. Tutors of a 
business computing course, and some mathematics-accounting courses, demonstrated 
and provided hands-on practice.
Each face-to-face tutorial session usually lasts for two hours. However, Angela, 
Bertha, Esther and Stella reported that they had more frequent or longer tutorial
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sessions with their tutors. Esther reported that her. mathematics tutor spent three to 
four hours in each tutorial session. Responding to the tutor’s effort, Esther 
participated actively in class.
I like studying mathematics, but it was difficult for me. During tutorials, 
the tutor taught us and did practice with us in class. It was a very good 
method. He first demonstrated how to solve problems. Then he asked us 
to try some individually. He walked around to help when we were doing 
our practice. We discussed afterwards, a bit, in a whole-class format. We 
discussed if certain methods were suitable for dealing with the problems.
Each tutorial, we spent three or four hours. (Q: Such long hours! Did you
feel tired after each tutorial?) Yes, but no one left before he ended the 
session. We know that he was exhausted. We appreciated his hard work. I 
learned quite well in the tutorials [even though I did not preview for 
attending tutorials sometimes]. [Esther]
When tutors spent a short while right after tutorials to answer students’ questions, it 
was also seen as a good support. Esther and Wayne appreciated their tutors who did 
this. These student-interviewees shared their experiences with appreciation of what 
the tutors had done for them. They regarded that the support was useful.
Support needed and available for dealing the second task — dealing with TMAs 
The second task that needed to be dealt with was to tackle the TMAs in various 
courses. All student-interviewees expressed their views about the various degrees of 
support gained from their tutors of different courses in dealing with assignments. 
They would do their best to deal with assignments after their helpful tutors had 
explained the requirements clearly. All student-interviewees, except Cathy, thought 
that Trudy helped them a lot. She presented the key concepts of the course contents
and reminded them of the TMAs requirements. In other courses, the
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student-interviewees faced different situations. Angela and Bertha met the same tutor 
(Tricia) in the management course. She provided similar support as Trudy. Angela did 
her part after receiving the support.
She reminded us to write an introduction and conclusion for which we 
can gain marks as well... Some of us did not perform well in the 
assignments. After she had explained how to tackle the assignments, 
some of us did improve. At least I was very clear about the requirements 
of the assignments. Then I did my best... [Angela]
Bertha acknowledged the support. Examples quoted helped her to avoid silly 
mistakes or using inappropriate cases in explaining concepts required in the 
assignments. In addition,
she always advised us about drawing views from a wider aspect of 
management issues, not to focus on minor issues in the office. She 
reminded us how to deal with TMAs which prevented us from deviation. 
[Bertha]
Interacting with tutors in the tutorials could help a whole group to learn. Dennis 
shared his experience in answering Trudy’s questions a few times.
I became more willing to face problems or be asked. She could check 
from me to see how much the class understood the course materials... 
Sometimes, I talked to myself, “This question is easy, ask me.” 
[Laughter.] [Dennis]
Alice, Angela, Bertha, Cathy and Wayne had reported how Trudy’s comments on their 
assignments helped them to learn. Jason and Stella said that their tutors also gave 
feedback about online assignments quite quickly, usually within two weeks. They
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would know the key points to be noted and what important issues were missed in the 
marked assignments.
Using o f other support to deal with the first two tasks
Apart from attending the tutorials, students could use telephone tutoring, online 
support and attending surgeries to help their learning. All student-interviewees, except 
Alice, expressed that they had called at least one tutor either for helping to understand 
concepts or dealing with the assignments. Bertha expressed that she could get a reply 
through telephone immediately which was very encouraging.
The problem I have is mainly about the understanding of textbook or 
course materials. I will call my tutor to help. [Bertha]
Ian had experiences of calling his tutors for help. A tutor would call him back in half 
an-hour when he could not answer the calls immediately. Ian had also called his 
accounting tutor, (Tavis) out of the scheduled telephone tutoring hours. He could get 
responses. Dennis called his tutors when needed.
I asked questions bravely even I was not very familiar with the tutor. I 
asked the tutor of the dropped course a lot, since the first assignment, 
especially one or two days before the due dates of handing in the 
assignments. I asked him whenever I came to any points about which I 
was not clear, very intensively. After finishing each part, I contacted him 
to check if I was correct. [Dennis]
Some courses provided online support by the tutors. Dennis, Ian, Jason and Stella had 
taken those courses and reported their use of the support. Ian’s tutor in an accounting 
course provided notes online, and gave his e-mail address to his tutees. The tutor
Understanding and Practice o f  Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f Hong Kong
Facing the Academic Demands
223
replied to e-mails quite quickly, usually within twenty-four hours. He had plenty of 
discussions through e-mail exchanges with his tutees. Ian viewed all the questions 
and answers, which helped him to clarify course concepts. Stella took quite a number 
of computing-I.T. courses. She did not ask in tutorials so as not to occupy the tutors’ 
presentation time which might hinder others’ learning. She preferred online support to 
telephone tutoring.
I can ask my tutor and course mates online. They respond quite quickly.
When I write my question, I provide some information to explain my 
problem or the point where I have become stuck. Then I have thought 
about it at least once. I can read the responding message over and over to 
make sure that I understand what they want to tell me. With telephone 
tutoring, you may not be able to jot down all the points of advice. I may 
not be able to catch all the points. Then we may misunderstand each 
other. [Stella]
In some courses, students could attend surgeries to get additional assistance. Stella 
reported her observation although she could not attend all the time due to her busy 
office workload.
We can attend surgeries to seek practical advice. Tutors take turns to be 
in charge of surgery sessions. No one will tell you anything, but they 
answer your questions. You can ask whenever you have difficulties. It is 
very practical. You can ask a lot of things if you have some interest. 
[Stella]
Getting support from peers was another helpful way to learn more easily as tutors 
were not available all the time. As reported by the student-interviewees, usually it was 
their tutors who helped the tutees to form study groups in the first tutorial. Ian said 
that Trudy allowed a few minutes for the tutees to exchange personal contact
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information and chatted a bit to help them to get familiar with one another. The 
fonned groups functioned when she conducted small group learning activities in the 
tutorials. Although all student-interviewees said that they would not take the initiative 
to form groups, they appreciated the tutors who had helped them to take the first step.
We would not take the initiative. We would not take time within the 
tutorials to exchange names and telephone numbers initially. I would say 
that Trudy did her best. [Ian]
Esther had a good experience in dealing with an assigned group task out of the class 
time. Cathy and Stella always met on the University campus to discuss the course 
materials and how to handle assignments in the business communication course.
After discussion, I could understand the concepts and contents more 
clearly. We came to the library together. We discussed what we read and 
the tutor’s presentation. We found that we could understand more 
afterwards. We were very happy. [Cathy]
Stella continued to use the support available from her peers in the computing-I.T. 
courses taken. She was eager to learn and exchange information with them and 
enjoyed doing this. In one course,
we had a study group. The course was quite difficult. Students posted 
messages in the chat rooms to look for group members. I was lucky to join 
a group which functioned well... We studied together. We discussed how 
to deal with assigmnents. We did some past examination papers before 
taking the examination. [Stella]
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In another computing-I.T. course, Stella and her peers had to give comments on each 
other’s assignments, and discussed others’ views. She regarded this as a peer support 
to learning because the arrangement provided her with chances to see things from 
different viewpoints. She improved her online discussion skills too. Dennis wanted to 
study with his peers very much. He emphasised the benefits of the peer support.
When I shared with my peers to finish different parts of the assignment, 
that is, we reminded and showed each other what we knew, I got a high 
sense of satisfaction. It was very nice that I had someone to ask. If I only 
studied on my own, it would be too difficult. I think it would be much 
easier to solve the problems together. It makes a very big difference to 
have peers to work together. [Dennis]
Alice learned with a student in an accounting course. They made contact by telephone 
to discuss course materials and deal with assignments. Ian always kept contact with 
the same peer when studying different courses. He expressed that he felt good to have 
company although the study mate might not be able to support his study practically.
A short sharing or informal discussion of study progress between students would be 
helpful as well. Hugo said that he did not join any study groups. However, he found 
that he had some psychological support from peers.
I could exchange or share ideas with peers when we were waiting to 
attend tutorials outside the classroom. We showed concern for each other 
by asking how we were going or doing assignments, or if could 
understand the course materials. I regarded it as a support. Some brief 
conversations were a bit helpful. [Hugo]
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Wayne could not meet his learning peers face-to-face as he lived far away from the 
city centre. They discussed course materials and assignments, and shared the study 
progress through telephone discussions. He found the support very useful, both 
practically and psychologically.
It was quite obvious that all student-interviewees accessed the face-to-face tutorials as 
a main support to their study on top of reading course materials. Six of them, in 
addition, learned with their peers either by meeting up, or through telephone 
discussions or going online in at least one course. Psychological support from peers 
had its part too.
Support needed and available for dealing with the third task — dealing with 
examinations
The student-interviewees did not mention if they had contacted their tutors or peers 
during the examination preparation period. Alice, Angela and Bertha recalled what 
the tutors had said about the important points or parts. What had been done in the 
tutorials already could help them to deal with examinations.
The tutor had mentioned the points when briefing us for the assignments. I 
had taken notes... I would remember the points very clearly in the 
examination in the hope that I could apply the theory and learning...
(Q: You have to write certain terms to gain marks.) I would be alert in the 
examination. [Bertha]
Cathy, Jason and Wayne regarded that dealing with TMAs was helpful to deal with 
examinations. Wayne said that doing assignments made him study or review parts of 
the course content. It seemed like preparing for the examination in advance. Cathy
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and Jason expressed that the format and questions asked in the examinations were 
quite similar to what they had tackled in their TMAs.
Tutors’ comments on assignments were considered as a kind of support. Students 
would pay attention to the remarks and avoid making the same mistakes, which 
would help them to perform better in examinations. One of Esther’s tutors worked on 
past examination papers as revision with the tutees.
7.2.4 Tutors’ psychological support
All the student-interviewees reported their experiences of meeting tutors of different 
styles and performance. They expressed that they understood there were tutors of 
different styles. They acknowledged the tutors when they perceived that quality 
support was available. They accepted and adapted to the differences even if the 
support received was not good enough. All of them, except Cathy, acknowledged the 
work done by Trudy as they all had similar experiences. Angela received some 
positive comments from Trudy in the first assignment although it was not graded. 
Wayne was happy at being praised.
I was very happy because I was brave to write and express my ideas 
according to what I thought I had learned and digested from the course 
materials. I made wrong interpretations but then Trudy pointed it out. I 
can correct myself. When I gave the correct points, she praised me. When 
I saw the praise, I knew that I had really learned and was able to present.
I am satisfied because of the way she marked the assignments, not the 
marks only. [Wayne]
Bertha had asked for clarification of a term in an assignment guide. She was pleased 
as Trudy explained and expressed that was a good question raised in front of the
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group. The explanation allowed her and her fellows to deal with the assignment better. 
Stella once faced technical problem with her computer at home. (Tricia) guided her to 
fix it over the telephone. Stella said that it was very helpful indeed, and felt she was 
being encouraged although the repair failed after all.
Tutors’ efforts in the tutorials provided a kind of support as well. It was not difficult 
to find out that the student-interviewees enjoyed having extra support. Esther 
participated in learning activities and was active in the tutorials because her tutor had 
spent extra time and made extra effort in a mathematics course. Stella also shared an 
experience in a computing-I.T. course when (Tricia) walked in to the students’ 
learning group. She showed up and facilitated their learning activities without being 
requested. The students’ learning mood was improved.
The tutors’ presentation skills and attitudes also affected the students’ learning moods. 
When tutors were very positive, well prepared and could enliven the learning 
atmosphere in the tutorials, students would pay more attention to learning. Angela 
and Bertha shared how (Tricia) supported their learning.
I would say (Tricia) is very good. She not only taught us course 
knowledge, but also required us, as university students, to equip ourselves 
so that we can perform well in the future. She was anxious about our 
presentation in society. She demanded us to be presentable in our work, 
now and in the future. She taught us how to think and many other things. I 
don’t know how to say, so many things. [Angela]
I think the tutor was willing to teach us. She was veiy humorous. She 
enlivened the learning atmosphere. She always asked us questions to make 
us think. She was so amusing. We had whole-class discussion focusing on 
the topics to be covered in that tutorial. And she gave feedback to our
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badly done TMAs by quoting examples for illustration. [Bertha]
Encouragement from tutors was a support to the student-interviewees. One of 
Bertha’s tutors talked to the tutees in an encouraging tone with encouraging words. 
Esther expressed that tutors could push some low-motivated students a bit in tutorials. 
Angela, Bertha, Dennis and Ian expressed that it was a very supportive action when 
tutors gave contact phone numbers, mobile phone numbers and assured the tutees that 
they could call them when needed.
To sum up, the student-interviewees would use and perceived that they had received 
some practical and/or psychological support from the good tutors to help them to deal 
with their learning needs.
The table follows summarised the support that the student-interviewees were able to 
access.
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Table 7.2: Support that the student-interviewees available to and used.
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Student-
S u p p o r t \ .
interviewees
available/
used
Alice Angela Bertha Cathy Dennis Esther Hugo Ian Jason Stella Wayne
Preparing to study
Referring to printed 
materials / / / / / / / / / / /
Attending orientations / / /
Understanding course 
materials
Using printed course 
materials / / / / / / / / / / /
Listening to tutors’ 
explanation / / / / / y / / / / /
Dealing with TMAs
Listening to tutors’ 
explanation/ advice / / / / / y / / / / /
Attending to tutors’ 
comments on TMAs / / / y /
Using online /Telephone 
tutoring / / / /
Attending surgeries
Using peer support / / y / y / / /
D ealing with 
examinations
Paying attention in 
tutorials y y /
Revising TMAs y / /
Good tutors’ 
psychological support y y / y / / /
7.2.5 Support not available or well utilised
Referring to the prospectus with the course supplement was essential for students to 
choose courses. However, not all student-interviewees were satisfied with the 
information provided. Alice, Cathy, Dennis and Stella complained that they did not 
have sufficient information from the prospectus to help them to make decisions about 
choosing courses. Although the courses were classified into foundation, middle and 
higher levels, the information was still not detailed enough for them. They did not 
know how to sequence the courses by referring to the outlines as they did not know 
exactly how difficult the courses were. Stella said she did not know what exactly they 
would teach although the contents were outlined. Dennis talked about his experience
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in choosing computing-I.T. courses.
We should finish foundation courses first. However, still, there are many 
foundation courses provided for choice... I don’t know what should be 
learned on the Internet. I don’t know the best order for learning about 
various aspects of the strand. There is no suggestion regarding the order in 
which the courses should be taken. It would be difficult for me to make 
decisions about which courses to take. I chose from what was offered. I 
am not sure if the courses that were taken earlier would be helpful to the 
following courses. Will I study some courses which might be considered 
as too early? I am not sure. [Dennis]
However, there were some mismatches that occurred. On one hand, they complained 
that the prospectus and course supplement did not give sufficient information to help 
them to choose courses. On the other hand, they did not make use of the information 
from the course co-ordinators to get the advice. Ian just read the information briefly 
and took the first course in a hurry. Cathy said that she did not know the course 
co-ordinators’ roles and their contact information. Others said that they did not 
contact them to seek advice. In this case, it seemed that these student-interviewees 
had not made good use of the support provided.
Attending orientation sessions was one of the earliest support-seeking strategies used 
by three of the student-interviewees. Dennis and Ian could not get enough 
information and advice. Dennis could not have a very clear idea about the course or 
help in understanding the course materials even though he attended. He still did not 
know how difficult the courses were and how to manage the courses after attending 
the orientation session of the computing-I.T. courses.
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Ian took the business communication course as his first course. He expressed that the 
orientation gave him some information and confidence about studying the course, but 
not sufficient to deal with the study in reality.
It turned out that studying ten hours per week was not enough for me...
There was a gap between what the staff presented in the seminar [and my 
needs]. [Ian]
It seems that although some early support was available and used, not all students 
were able to benefit from this in the ways they had expected initially.
Cathy and Dennis complained that there were too few tutorials scheduled, only once a 
month or even once every two weeks. Dennis was also not satisfied because there was 
no hands-on practice in the computing-I.T. courses he took in his first semester. Four 
student-interviewees commented that the activities done in tutorials were not always 
very helpful. Alice, Cathy, Dennis, Hugo, Ian and Stella said that some of their tutors 
did not present enough detail, did not explain enough to help them understand the 
course materials, or did not explain the assignment guides or the notes prepared.
Alice, Bertha, Cathy and Dennis said that sometimes course materials were not good 
enough in certain courses. Some terms used in some course materials, notes provided 
and assignment guides were not consistent and this caused confusion.
There are some problems with the notes. The notes might not match with 
the actual practice. I followed the instructions on the notes to search online, 
but in vain.... It happened in our practice and doing assignments. I don’t 
know why it was like that. Maybe the notes can’t keep up with the 
changes made in the Internet... Once, I had to call the tutor around 
midnight for help in dealing with an assignment. He told me that the notes 
were out of date. [Dennis]
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Students were recommended to read textbooks. The language presented in textbooks 
could be a hindrance to some students. Ian and Stella said that the language and 
words used in the textbooks were quite difficult for them to understand. Stella bought 
another textbook for her own reference. Esther said that she did not have a Chinese 
textbook for an economics course that was applicable to the Hong Kong context. It 
was the tutor who provided the supplementary information rather than coming 
directly from the University course teams. Cathy found there were many mistakes in 
the textbook of a language course.
Bertha took a relatively newly developed course. The course materials and TMA 
guides were still in the developmental process when the course had commenced. She 
could only get the materials in parts, gradually. She said that she could not tackle the 
assignments ahead of the schedule. This hindered her learning progress and 
effectiveness. Stella shared a similar experience with assignment guides.
Although student-interviewees attended tutorials to help their own learning, they 
might not have utilised the support well. Cathy did not preview, so she could not be 
involved in discussion. Esther kept quiet sometimes for different reasons.
I myself would like to be active, but I might not do so all the time. Maybe 
we get used to listening passively. Sometimes, when the tutor or course 
mates ask questions, I think how to answer personally. Sometimes I have 
questions to ask but do not do so. I am afraid that others might think I am 
silly. [Laughter.] Sometimes when I am ready to ask, the tutor has started 
to present or talk about another topic. I have then lost the chance. If I 
camiot ask at the right time, I will keep the question. [Esther]
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Tutors’ support was always the focus of sharing in the interviews and telephone 
discussions. Bertha, Cathy, Ian and Jason considered that too detailed explanations of 
TMAs were not helpful to their learning. (Tavis) put too much time into dealing with 
TMAs in some mathematics-accounting courses. He did not explain the concepts 
much in tutorials, but demonstrated how to tackle assignments throughout the 
sessions. They thought that the activity could not help them to learn. Jason expected 
some discussions in the tutorials, but this was not the case. Bertha and Ian reported 
that (Tavis) demonstrated the steps of solving the assignment problems only changing 
the figures. Ian regarded that the tutor did not help his tutees to learn in this way.
I think the tutor has talked too much about assignments. He expressed that 
the students wanted answers from him, but it would not be helpful if he 
complied with this. Even though they scored highly in assignments, they 
might not be able to handle the examination questions independently. [Ian]
Alice met a tutor (Torin) in one course who she regarded as not helpful. Alice was 
unhappy as she had told the truth about her working situation but her complaint was 
not accepted. She commented that (Torin) talked a lot of nonsense stuff in the tutorial. 
After the first tutorial, she shifted to another tutorial group after being invited by a 
fellow student. She found that the tutor was helpful.
Poor tutors’ comments on marked assignments would hinder students in consolidating 
or improving their learning. Ian reported that (Torin’s) handwriting was so poor and 
he could not understand so he did not know what should be improved. Cathy said that 
(Torin) made vague comments which did not help her to improve in dealing with 
other assignments or to avoid making mistakes again.
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Among the student-interviewees, Cathy perceived that she could not get sufficient 
support in dealing with tutorials for a number of courses. She was very busy at work. 
She usually had no time to preview for attending tutorials. She hoped that she could 
gain a certain level of understanding of course materials from her tutors’ support in 
tutorials.
Cathy said that Trudy had presented too quickly and seemed to expect that the tutees 
could understand once explained. In a Chinese commercial writing course, Cathy said 
that (Torin) taught like at secondary school level. He presented how to handle 
assignments all the time without asking tutees to discuss course contents. She said 
that she could not learn by passive listening. In an English grammar analysis course, 
she showed disappointment in the tutor’s work. (Torin) did not present key points or 
explain assignment guidelines, but always urged his tutees to ask questions in the 
tutorials. Cathy and her peers regarded the course to be so difficult and complicated 
that they did not understand the content and they did not know what questions to ask. 
She said that (Torin) was not functioning as a tutor.
I think the tutor did not invest sufficient effort in conducting tutorials. I 
think (Torin) was not very responsible. For example, when students asked 
about assignments, he did not answer. He said that students should deal 
with assignments by themselves... When no one asked questions, he asked 
us to read course materials on our own. I had asked questions once on the 
telephone. He answered very briefly, not in detail. Do you think it was not 
reasonable? It was the first time I came across a tutor who performed so 
poorly. [Cathy]
Cathy had to deal with the study without support from (Torin).
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I found it was tedious to study this course. I relied on myself totally. I 
spent much time on reading all the materials. I did not ask him any 
questions. I do not understand why he wanted to be a tutor. I thought 
that he was not responsible at all. [Cathy]
She mentioned once that she thought of giving up the course, but she persevered and 
tried since she regarded that it was not fair to herself to drop a course because of a 
poorly performing tutor. She eventually failed in half of the TMAs and in the 
examination.
All student-interviewees except Bertha and Wayne regarded that the telephone 
tutoring was not very well arranged. Some of them did not call because it was not 
needed and not convenient for them. In fact, none of the student-interviewees 
reported that they had called the same tutors many times other than asking for 
extending assignment deadlines.
Dennis preferred consulting his tutors by telephone to sending e-mails. He expressed 
that he could get the tutors’ responses immediately. However, he said that it was 
meaningless to call the tutors all the time for help in dealing with assignments. 
Angela and Jason explained that they did not need to use the support as they could 
understand the presented concepts. Wayne said that he could keep his questions and 
ask them in tutorials.
Six of them said that the time scheduled did not fit into their learning time and needs. 
Angela, Cathy and Ian said that four hours scheduled in a week were not enough. 
Stella said that it was a waste of time to wait for her tutors to call back. Cathy, Hugo 
and Stella always missed the scheduled hours as they had to work overtime a lot.
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They usually could not contact their tutors at the scheduled time although they might 
have the need. Alice and Ian liked to study in the late evenings. When they came 
across problems, it was usually too late to contact their tutors. Angela and Cathy 
expected to have their tutors’ mobile phone numbers for easy contact. Angela hoped 
to have more telephone consultation hours arranged although she had considered the 
tutors’ situation.
I would like the tutors to provide more consultation hours, not only 
limited to the evenings of Saturdays and Sundays. Usually, I am not at 
home. I understand that they need personal time and privacy. However, 
if possible, they can give us their mobile phone numbers so that we can 
call for consultation. There are very limited hours for consultation.
There are so many of us needing advice. I feel uneasy to disturb them.
[Angela]
Angela instead, called many times to extend the deadlines of handing in assignments. 
Hugo also expressed that he did not call his tutors to ask for help. He could not 
discuss on the telephone for long. However, he called his tutors to ask for extensions 
to the assignment deadlines quite often.
Sometimes the student-interviewees would access the available online support but 
they did not use it really actively. Dennis only read notes provided by other tutors in a 
computing-I.T. course in the second semester. Esther only read the messages posted 
online but did not get involved in any discussions or ask questions. In one of the 
computing-I.T. courses, Stella would read the questions, answers and messages 
posted by the tutors or other students on the discussion board when she had no time to 
ask question or become involved in online discussion.
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Surgeries provided in some courses seemed to be ‘under-used’. Ian and Dennis did 
not attend because they did not have time. Bertha did not attend because the venue 
was too far for her. Dennis regarded that it was not helpful.
No, as I do not have time to attend. Someone attended and told me that it 
did not run like surgeries. It ran like tutorials. In surgeries, there should 
be questioning and answering on certain topics, but it was not like that.
He imagined that each student could work on the computer for hands-on 
practice but it was not the case. After learning about it, I decided not to 
attend the surgeries. [Dennis]
Students also did not utilise support from their peers. In the first interview, although 
Trudy helped her tutees to form learning groups, they did not function properly. 
Student-interviewees expressed that they did not need to learn with peers outside the 
tutorials as they could understand the course materials and deal with the assignments, 
or because they found it difficult to meet up. They still did not use die peer support 
when they became involved in studying other courses. Hugo and Ian expressed that it 
was not easy to initiate calls to the group members. Jason said that it would be good 
to have peer discussion but it was not easy to get a few students together. Stella and 
Ian believed that Chinese students do not have the habit of initiating group learning. 
Hugo shared an experience in studying the business communication course.
We planned to get together about two weeks after the Chinese New Year.
We could prepare for the examination together. However, it was not done 
eventually. We have exchanged telephone numbers in the last tutorial. 
Maybe none of us will initiate the first call. [Hugo]
Alice, Bertha and Esther preferred to study alone most of the time, so they would not 
contact their peers. Wayne lived quite far away from his peers. He only contacted
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them by telephone. Cathy sometimes wanted to study with her peers, but she could 
not find a suitable peer. In addition, her busy working hours left her with very little 
spare time.
Dennis’s study group in two computing-I.T. courses discontinued because two active 
members dropped the courses. He could not form a new group with other students in 
the middle of the courses. He dropped the two courses eventually.
Alice, Bertha, Esther, Ian and Jason tried to work on past TMAs or examination 
papers as revision. Alice expected that model answers of the past TMAs would be 
available for counter checking to help her to know if she had dealt with the questions 
correctly. Bertha and a friend tried to tackle an accounting problem but failed. It was 
found that there was a typing error. She showed some discontentment, and made a 
suggestion.
I think it is very important. Even the tutor did not know how to explain it.
It turned out that the course co-ordinator had made a mistake in typing a 
figure. You know, a single number on the account/balance sheet affects a 
lot of other issues. It affects how students put the entries and analyse the 
case. I was unhappy to leam about it... As a course co-ordinator, he/she 
has the responsibility to make sure the material is error free. He/she should 
check clearly. [Bertha]
Student-interviewees expressed that they were nervous about sitting for examinations. 
They were worried whether they could perform as they wanted to, particularly in the 
first examination. They thought that having examination questions similar to what 
they had encountered in TMAs was a form of support in dealing examinations. On the 
contrary, when the examination formats were not the same as those of the
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assignments, it could be considered that support was not available. This happened in a 
foundation computing course. All the student-interviewees who took the course 
regarded it as easy and useful. They had hands-on practice in tutorials and could 
apply their learning at work. They all scored high marks in the TMAs. However, the 
examination format was very different from the TMAs.
During the examination we were required to write the steps using feature 
instructions. I noticed that something was missing. We wrote the 
steps/formulae. So it was different (from doing assignments) and I found it 
was more difficult. I had to have the “Window” in my mind. For doing 
assignments, I only needed to type or click the icons. But in the 
examination, we had to write all that we “saw”. I am worried if I will 
make mistakes or miss something important. [Alice]
This case was applied to all students taking the foundation computing course. Except 
for this case, no student-interviewees reported that they had different examination 
formats from the assignments in other courses.
Student-interviewees were anxious to get their results after the examinations. 
According to the University policy, if the students fail marginally, they are usually 
granted a second chance of sitting the examination of the course in a coming 
examination schedule. They were informed that they could sit in some tutorials of the 
course as a supplement. Angela and Stella said that they would not know how they 
had performed as they could not access the examination papers.
Alice, Ian and Stella dealt with their failure experiences differently in the business 
communication course. Ian was clear that his weak English would affect the result 
although he hoped to get a pass. So he was not surprised when the result was released. (
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He decided to retake the course, but later. During the data collection period, Alice 
failed in more than one course. She only reported on her experience in the business 
communication course. When Alice failed in the first course, she followed the 
instructions given by the University. There was no explanation for the failure. She did 
not know what was wrong. She was advised to re-sit an examination and to attend 
some tutorials as a supplementary support. As the course had started already, she 
could only attend the rest of the scheduled tutorials. However, she found that the 
tutorials were not as well conducted as those during her first attempt. There was a big 
gap between Trudy and the second tutor in conducting the tutorials. There were only 
around ten tutees attending these tutorials. Alice still attended in the hope of listening 
to any important points that may have been raised.
Stella failed marginally in the same course too. She was very disappointed because 
she could not access her paper. She regarded that the appeal process was not helpful.
I failed. I was shocked. I have checked my result... I have finished the 
second level of appeal and the result was not changed. I doubted the policy 
that they could not show me the paper. For a student who has passed the 
exam, it would not be a big matter to read the paper again. However, for a 
failed student, it would be helpful if the paper can be revealed so that I can 
improve my weak points. It is a policy. I have to pay for the appeal but 
still cannot have a look of the paper. I hope that we can have a proper 
channel to reflect this issue. I think it is very important to be able to access 
the paper. If the University is of sufficient confidence, I can’t see any 
reasons why the papers cannot be revealed. [Stella]
In Stella’s case, the administration consideration was a factor affecting the availability 
of the support.
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Wayne failed in a management course. He only mentioned the case briefly and made 
no complaints. He bore his own responsibility by saying that he did not put in full 
effort in studying the course. All others accepted the result and only expressed that 
they would re-sit.
These students failed in courses with which they had some difficulties or did not do 
well throughout. The only support they could get was a second chance and attendance 
at some tutorial sessions. They did not mention any support given to help them to 
prepare better for the second attempt.
7.2.6 Using facilities to support learning
Students could use physical facilities provided by the University to facilitate their 
learning: a library on the University campus, the computer laboratories on the campus 
and in the new learning centre located away from the campus, an e-library accessible 
online, study centres in different districts, and course materials put in some public 
libraries. Alice, Cathy, Esther and Stella said that they used one or two facilities while 
all others reported that they did not use any.
Students attended tutorials in the allocated study centres. Some course tutorials were 
run on campus. Many other courses ran the tutorials in different places off the campus, 
such as in schools or educational institutions. Student-interviewees seemed quite 
happy when they could attend their tutorials on campus, or in the new learning centre, 
or a study centre with convenient transport.
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Angela and Hugo attended one of the courses taken at the new learning centre. They 
could go there with easy transport. The environment was quiet. These all improved 
their learning moods.
However, most courses were run in various learning centres. Angela and Hugo said 
that it was very noisy in a learning centre, as the old air-conditioners of the school 
made much noise. All student-interviewees who had mentioned the issue said that the 
learning centre allocated for the business communication course was too far from the 
city centre. Ian said,
The transportation cannot provide access to the venues directly. Some 
places, like going to Tsing Yi, I needed to take several means of 
transportation. I had not been to Tsing Yi in my life before taking the 
course. Although the centre is not that far, it is somewhat remote from the 
city center. Some tutorial centres are quite old. Now I have to go to a 
secondary school which is very old, near a police station. I am still not 
very sure of the route. In addition, there is some construction going on 
outside the school. It is very noisy. The tutor has switched on the air 
conditioning [hoping to block out the noise]. [Ian]
Examinations were carried out in different learning centres as well. Angela was 
allocated to a school hall when taking the first examination.
I was not nervous. However, the examination centre was very cold. It was 
very cold inside. I did not feel that comfortable. When we are taking an 
examination, we like to have a comfortable environment. I think it would 
be better if the University could notice this and ask the school to close the 
windows. It did affect my performance. It was lucky that I could finish it. 
[Angela]
She took another examination in the new learning centre which she had used before.
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She felt much better.
Stella and Cathy always returned to the University campus and used the library when 
taking the business communication course. Stella still returned to the campus library 
from time to time. Esther always did her assignments and revised for examinations in 
the library as it was quieter than her home. Hugo would return to the campus library 
to make copies of past examination papers.
Some course materials or references were located in public libraries for students to 
use. Only Alice and Bertha mentioned that they knew the services but had not read 
those materials. Alice would read those of her own choice.
To sum up, eight student-interviewees did not use the library or the e-library during 
the data collection periods. Cathy and Esther used the library’s physical environment. 
Only Stella would read course materials located in the libraiy. They expressed that the 
course materials provided were enough. They did not need to go to the library or to 
access to the e-library to locate extra materials. They did not return to the University 
campus because they lived far away from it. They did not have time or want to spare 
time to use the facilities or support although these were provided. The points that 
raised by the student-interviewees initially are summarised in the two tables that 
follow.
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Table 7.3: Support that/not available to the student-interviewees.
Student- 
Support interviewees 
not available/ \  
well used \
Alice Angela Bertha Cathy Dennis Esther Hugo Ian Jason Stella Wayne
Choosing courses
Not sufficient 
information o f  
Prospectus/ course 
supplement
/ / / y
Not enough information 
from orientations / /
Understanding course 
materials
Not enough tutorials / /
Difficult word/ language / y
N o appropriate textbook 
for a course /
Not having all course 
materials at the 
beginning o f  the course
/
Errors on printed course 
materials / / / / / / / y
Some tutors’ 
presentation style not 
good enough
/ / / / /
Dealing with TMAs
Some tutors’ explanation 
not good enough /
Some tutors’ comments 
on TMAs not helpful / /
Dealing with 
examinations
Examination format 
different from TMAs 
(a computing course)
/ / / / / / / s / y /
Not enough time / y
Not accessible to 
examination papers / y
Learning centres too o ld / 
noisy / / y
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Table 7.4: Support that the student-interviewees/not well utilises.
Studenl- 
Support \  interviewees 
not available/ \  
well used x .
Alice Angela Bertha Cathy Dennis Esther Hugo Ian Jason Stella Wayne
Choosing courses
Not good use o f  
Prospectus/ course 
supplement
/ / / /
Not attending 
orientations / / y / / y / /
Understanding course 
materials
Not enough tutorials y /
Errors on printed course 
materials / / y / y / y /
Not previewing for 
tutorials y
Keeping quiet in 
tutorials / y y
D ealing with TMAs
Not going to surgeries / / / y y / y / y / /
Not using online 
support appropriately y / /
Not using peer support / y y y / y / y
N ot using physical 
facilities, e.g. libraries / / y y / y y
7.2.7 Support to weak courses
By analysing the student-interviewees’ utterances, information provided by the 
interviewed staff, and the University documents, it was found that no support was 
available for students in studying courses in which they were weak or regarded as 
difficult, apart from the surgeries provided in some courses. The issues of individual 
differences in academic ability and learning style were not addressed. The 
student-interviewees and other students could only make use of the same types of 
support. Some problems might have arisen from the differences between tutors.
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7.2.8 The mismatches between the support available and use
To conclude from the points stated, it was found that the following support was 
available to students to meet their study needs:
1. self-diagnostic tests to check their own standard of English, mathematics, 
science;
2. course materials put in the public library for advance reference;
3. orientations for students to join the University or some certain courses the first 
time;
4. course materials which guided students to learn independently;
5. TMAs designed for students to learn and revise from time to time;
6. face-to-face tutorials in which tutors might help students to understand course 
materials and how to tackle TMAs;
7. telephone tutoring sessions scheduled for students to call their tutors if they 
needed support before meeting again in tutorials;
8. surgery sessions arranged in some courses allowing students to ask questions;
9. online support organised so students could learn from their tutors through 
online tutorials and responses;
10. peer support arranged between students; and, in addition,
11. some physical or technical facilities, like the library and study centers that 
students can access if they wish to do so.
Although there was a list of support available, the student-interviewees commented 
that support was not good enough, for example
1. the prospectus did not provide sufficient information to help students choosing 
and sequencing courses to take;
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2. course orientation sessions could not help to paint real pictures of study 
demands of different courses;
3. course materials contained errors or found inconsistent presentation;
4. English textbooks were not easy to comprehend for those who were relatively 
weak in English;
5. the number of tutorial sessions was not enough for student-interviewees who 
needed more face-to-face support;
6. tutorials were not conducted in a way that could help students to become 
independent learners in a distance education environment;
7. comments on TMAs sometimes were not clear enough to guide students to 
make improvements;
8. students were not able to enjoy peer support when they wanted to because of 
lacking time or partners;
9. they did not have model answers of sample questions or examination papers 
which regarded as reference to help confirming learning;
10. administration procedures and support after releasing examination results 
were not helpful enough to students who failed, and wanted to do better in the 
second attempt.
On the other hand, some student-interviewees did not make good use of
1. information provided in the prospectus and human resources indicated in 
course supplement to help themselves making decisions;
2. tutorial support - not previewing, participating sufficiently enough or seeking 
chances to ask questions even when they needed to;
3. the telephone tutoring support as there was a gap between the time of need
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and availability;
4. online and surgery support although available;
5. the physical and electronic library, and the resources available in the public 
libraries.
7.2.9 Sub-summary
It was found that, apart from reading course materials and attending tutorials, the 
student-interviewees did not use other support a lot. Some of them had not used one 
or a few facilities even once. There were some mismatches between 
student-interviewees’ needs, support availability and the utilisation of support. They 
relied on tutors’ face-to-face support. They hoped that they would have chances to 
learn with their peers, either in tutorials or out of class. However, it was found that 
some student-interviewees either were not satisfied with the support available, or did 
not use some of them. Not all of these supports were available all the time, and not all 
were of good quality, or well functioning. Sometimes it was the responsibility of the 
student-interviewees to make good use of them. It depended quite heavily on whether 
students took initial action to use them and the quality control monitored by the 
University.
7.3 Intentional plans for taking courses and ultimate actions taken
When considering the student-interviewees’ initial plans described at the beginning of 
their studies and the review of what they had done at the end of the courses, it was 
found that there were some differences between students’ intentional plans and the 
final actions taken.
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In general, student-interviewees would follow their plans as much as possible. When 
facing unfavourable situations they would adjust the pace of study. The unfavourable 
situations, in fact, were the times when they faced problems and mismatches in their 
study. A report on the contrasts between the students’ initial plans and the final 
actions taken could, more or less, reflect how the student-interviewees struggled to 
manage the triggering events.
The following questions were asked to the student-interviewees on this topic:
1. What do you want to achieve?
2. Do you think you have achieved what you planned? How much? In what aspects? 
Why? Why not?
3. What are your expectations about the study as a whole? Have there been any 
changes after studying for some time?
4. Overall, are you satisfied with the study up to this moment? Why? Any plans for 
the near future (in a year)?
7.3.1 Number o f courses taken at a time
In the first year of study, Angela, Bertha, Hugo, Ian, Jason, Stella and Wayne only 
took one course to start with. They did not have a very clear idea of distance learning 
and their ability to study in the alternative ways. They wanted to gain some studying 
experiences.
I did not know how distance learning looks. I had no idea. I only had a 
decision. I know how to arrange time. However, I did not know what 
problems might arise. Therefore I just take a subject to test and experience 
if I had any problems. [Jason]
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Cathy took two courses in which she had some confidence. Alice and Dennis took 
three courses right in the beginning.
At the end of the first interview, they all described their plans of taking courses in the 
coming semester. Except for Alice and Dennis, the other nine student-interviewees 
said that they would take a single new course at a time. They intended to increase the 
number of courses studied at a time gradually if possible.
I haven’t experienced studying two courses at the same time. If I find that 
I can manage well, I will apply for another one in October. Then I will 
maintain the schedule of taking two courses at a time. [Wayne]
Bertha, Jason and Wayne took two courses, which carried ten credits or fifteen credits 
in total. Angela and Ian did not have sufficient money to study two courses. Cathy 
and Stella were very busy at their work. They four only studied a single course in the 
second semester.
To me, time is a problem. Therefore I study a course only in each semester.
The new course that I have applied is a 10-credit course. I will not take a 
second course in one semester. [Stella]
Qualification-seeking learners Alice and Dennis took two courses. Alice was 
relatively busy at work in April. She took two courses, ten credits in total, lesser than 
she wanted. Dennis took two new 10-credit courses, although he had dropped a 
10-credit course already.
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experienced student, had gained thirty-five credits in the first two years. On average,
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she took two courses at most in each semester. She was taking three courses when the 
first interview was conducted. She found that it was too difficult to handle three 
courses at a time. Learning from this experience, she took only one or two courses 
after that.
After one year, at the time of the second in-depth interview, Bertha was taking two 
courses, fifteen credits in total. Dependent learner Cathy said that she had been facing 
difficulties in studying an English grammar course because of not having enough 
tutor support. She dared not to take up a new course in the new semester. Without 
peer support, Dennis the group learner informed that he had dropped the two 
10-credit courses in the middle of study, and did not start another 10-credit course for 
which he had already applied for the third semester. Hoping to gain a degree quickly, 
Alice studied four courses at a time in the third semester, of which she failed two. 
However, she continued to take four courses again in the fourth semester.
Jason had to drop a course in the third semester because of a busy workload. He only 
continued a mathematics course that started in the second semester. He then took a 
break from study in the fourth semester and a single course in his third year of study. 
After finishing the English grammar course, Cathy was so upset and exhausted that 
she decided to take a break for a semester.
In the final sharing session, Hugo informed that he always tried to study one course at 
a time. Stella always maintained the pattern of taking up one new course in a semester 
and continued an ongoing one. Bertha, Esther, Ian and Wayne studied three courses 
but only had two examinations in a semester. They wanted to tiy taking more courses
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but not facing too many examinations in a semester.
In the first year at the OUHK, I was not sure if I could settle and have 
enough self-discipline to study again. I mentioned that I was very weak in 
mathematics. So I just took a single course that year to concentrate on 
studying the course. If I could pass, I would continue my study. I got it 
passed after all... Now, I want to chase back the time. Otherwise, I would 
not be able to finish my study in six years’ time. Therefore I have taken 
three courses in recent semesters. [Bertha]
All student-interviewees paid attention to the courses they planned to take if available. 
Esther and Wayne wanted to take two 10-credit courses in one of the semesters, but 
only one was available. Esther then just took one course. Wayne chose to take a 
5-credit course instead.
It can be concluded from the above discussion that the student-interviewees chose the 
number of courses they would take according to their personal plans, ability 
perceived and time availability. When they had more understanding of themselves 
and the study mode, they gradually increased the number of courses. In die first two 
years of study, Alice, Angela, Cathy, Dennis, Ian and Jason, could not make as much 
progress as they wished because of failing to cope with the study or time demands. 
The availability of courses also affected Esther’s and Wayne’s choice of courses. 
Financial consideration affected two student-interviewees’ study plans. The following 
tables summarise the number of courses that the student-interviewees had taken 
(Tables 7.5-7.7) with reasons given (Table 7.8).
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Table 7.5: Number of courses studying in the first year of study.
Semester
Number of courses 
taken / studying
Student-interviewees
Before interview
At least 1 year before
1 Hugo
2 (in average) Esther
October 1998 1 Bertha
April 1999 1 Stella
First in-depth interview 
Octoberl999 -  April 
2000
(the first semester of 
data collection)
1 Angela, Hugo, Ian, Jason, Stella, 
Wayne
2 Bertha, Cathy, Esther
3 Alice, Dennis
Table 7.6: Number of courses planned to study in the second semester informed in 
April-June 2000.
Semester
Number of courses 
studying
Student-interviewees
The second 
semester of data 
collection
1 Angela, Cathy, Esther, Ian, Stella
2 Alice, Bertha, Dennis, Jason, Wayne
a break Hugo
Table 7.7: Number of courses planned to study in the fifth semester informed in the 
final telephone discussion, April 2002.
Semester Number of courses studying Student-interviewees
The fifth semester of data 
collection
1 Angela, Hugo, Jason
2 Dennis, Stella
3 Bertha, Ian, Wayne
4 Alice
a break Cathy, Esther
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Table 7.8: Reasons identified and actions taken that explained why some 
student-interviewees did not achieve their intentional plans.
Student-
interviewees
Reasons Action Outcome
Alice failed at least four 
courses in total
• kept taking more than 
two courses at a time,
• re-sat the
examinations
slower 
progress or 
less credits 
gained within 
the planned 
periods
Angela not enough money, took less courses
could not handle a 
mathematics course so 
failed after all
took less courses, 
re-sat the examination
Cathy could not handle a 
grammar course, 
considered that the tutor 
was not helpful; failed 
after all, felt defeated
took less courses, 
took a break and just 
re-sat the examination
Demiis could not handle three 
computing-I.T. courses 
without peer support
• dropped all courses in 
the second and third 
semester,
• took less courses in 
the fourth semester,
• studied foundation 
courses
Esther planned to take courses 
were not offered
took less courses
Ian not enough money took less courses
failed a course would re-take
Jason sudden increase of 
workload at work
dropped a course, took a 
break
Wayne failed a course re-sat the examination, 
passed
planned to take courses 
were not offered
took another course
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7.3.2 Types o f courses taken
Except Hugo, all student-interviewees planned to study courses in a specific stream 
which they found useful or interesting. It was found that they made decisions in 
different time and for different reasons.
Excluding Cathy and Hugo, nine student-interviewees thought of gaining a 
qualification in the business and administration field when starting their study. Seven 
of them informed their choices in the first interview. Alice, Ian and Wayne studied for 
an accounting qualification. Dennis aimed for a qualification in Business Information 
Systems initially. Stella studied for an electronic commerce qualification. Bertha 
studied courses in the banking and finance stream. Esther headed for a marketing 
qualification. Angela and Jason had in mind two possible programmes of study 
because they had not decided when first taking up the study. They had taken core 
courses in the first place. In the second in-depth interview, Angela decided to study 
Corporate Administration. Jason thought of studying Human Resources or Business 
Information System. Finally, he chose to study the latter stream.
Cathy had much interest in language and translation. Hugo did not aim at a degree 
specifically. He just took courses that he was interested in. At the time of the final 
sharing, he was taking a sociological course rather than courses in the business and 
administration field.
Although all student-interviewees had made their choices within the first two years of 
their study, they did not necessarily study what they were most interested in. Alice, 
Angela, Dennis and Ian were not studying courses of their first choice. Alice studied 
for accounting in order to gain a degree more quickly than she could by studying
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marketing although she had expressed that she had an interest in it. Studying human 
resources was Angela’s first priority but perceiving oneself was weak in dealing with 
human relationships, she studied for a qualification in corporate administration. 
Dennis wanted to study courses to leam how to design electronic cartoons, which he 
was interested in. However, he could not find a relevant qualification bearing 
programme. He failed in some computing-I.T. courses. At the end, he took courses in 
electronic commerce as an alternative. Ian expressed that he found studying 
psychology to be interesting. However, studying accounting was more beneficial to 
his job security and career development. The table below sums up the reasons for 
changing the intentional thoughts.
Table 7.9: Reasons identified and actions taken that explain why some
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student-interviewees did not follow their intentional plans.
Student-
interviewees
Reasons Action Outcome
Alice, Ian career development gave up interests not studying the 
first priority 
programme
Angela,
Dennis
considered one’s 
ability
studied a relatively easier 
programme/ stream
As a whole, all the student-interviewees continued their study although they faced 
some challenging obstacles. They maintained a high motivation to keep going, and 
wanted to achieve the standard that they had preset. They were heading for a 
qualification, and gaining knowledge at the same time.
There were four main reasons accounting for a mismatch of intentional plans and 
ultimate actions taken by the student-interviewees.
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First, the individual student-interviewees’ abilities in studying certain courses were 
not comparable to the courses demands. Incompetent English skills and difficult 
content hindered some student-interviewees’ progress in general. The second reason 
was that the students’ time available for study could not match their needs. A sudden 
increase of workload or much more time needed to handle a few courses increased 
their difficulties in allocating time. Third, the courses offered did not meet their needs 
at that particular time. Fourth, the student-interviewees chose the programme to study 
with reference to their career development and not necessarily their initial choices.
7.3.3 Sub-summary
Generally speaking, all of the student-interviewees reported that they did not progress 
as smoothly as they had imagined because of many factors. The mismatches in study 
skills and the course demands, different degrees and quality of tutor support, and their 
personal considerations, mainly with reference to work and time, contributed to the 
change of ideas and pace of study. It could be seen that, except for Bertha, Hugo and 
Stella, the other eight student-interviewees did not carry out or achieve all their initial 
plans. They were actually taking fewer courses or gaining fewer credits than planned, 
and the types of courses studied might not be the same as they had wanted. However, 
all they tried to continue the study with motivation and determination.
7.4 A discussion on student-interviewees’ understanding and practice 
in facing academic demands
The findings in this chapter reflect that the student-interviewees displayed plenty of 
the Chinese distance learners’ characteristics in facing the study demands in a totally 
new learning mode. They first tried to do their part and used the support available.
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They might use extra support that was not encouraged by the University and/or 
change their study plans. This allowed them to do their study more easily or to strive 
for survival. It reflects that there were mismatches between their understanding and 
practice of distance education. These mismatches were key factors that affected the 
student-interviewees’ learning experiences. Lessons about understanding distance 
education, employing study skills and use of support should be learned by students 
and the University.
7.4.1 Student-interviewees displayed some Chinese distance learners’ 
characteristics
In general, these student-interviewees displayed the Chinese distance learners’ 
characteristics that were discussed in Chapter Three. It was presented in Chapter Six 
that, although the student-interviewees did not plan to become better independent 
learners, most of them did different kinds of preparation. This indicates that they had 
a motivation to achieve their goals. The findings in this chapter reflected that the 
student-interviewees wanted to do well in their studies. This could explain why and 
how they prepared for the study. To achieve their goals, they were willing to put in 
effort and time. They tried to employ their previous study skills to handle the distance 
education initially. However, they did not have sufficient background studies to meet 
the requirements of higher level courses or courses in subjects they were not good at. 
They used support that was available while their different learning styles affected 
their views and actions on using support.
Overall speaking, the student-interviewees were highly cue conscious in their dealing 
with their tutors and well aware of the assessment requirements (Biggs and Watkins,
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1996; Tang and Biggs, 1996), but they used support in different ways that reflected 
their learning styles. They all needed their tutors’ explanations of learning content and 
assignment requirements. They would follow the instructions closely. They also paid 
high attention to their tutors’ comments. Motivated learners were more organised and 
self-motivated than dependent learners when studying alone. They made good use of 
tutorials, with some preparations before attending, and tried to be active learners in 
class. They regarded that they had a responsibility to leam as tertiary students. Some 
of them did not agree that their tutors should give lectures or provide too much 
guidance on dealing with assignments. They expected themselves to participate in 
discussion and to leam with peers in class so as to constmct their knowledge. As an 
analogy, they expected their tutors to perform similarly to signposts or light towers to 
show them directions.
The dependent learners and qualification seekers, on the contrary, treated their tutors 
as the knowledge authorities (Pratt et al., 1999; Kennedy, 2002; Kember et al., 2003). 
They preferred to meet their tutors face-to-face rather than having telephone 
discussions (Fung and Carr, 2000). When the tutors did not present the tutorial styles 
in a form of lecturing or in the styles that could help them to understand the courses, 
they tended to make more complaints about not having had sufficient support. The 
situation worsened when some of these student-interviewees did not make good use 
of support that was available. They did not prepare for attending tutorials. They did 
not participate actively in classroom learning activities. That is, they might not have 
taken enough and appropriate actions to help themselves.
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It is true that the student-interviewees did not have sufficient support from their tutors 
all the time. It was found that their tutors did not all conduct the tutorials or give 
written comments in a helpful way or according to the University’s requirement. In 
this case, motivated learners tended to solve the problems by themselves. They spent 
more time trying to figure out for themselves or seeking support from peers or friends. 
On the other hand, dependent learners who could spare more time relied on extra 
support when they found that which was available primarily was not enough. They 
shifted tutorial groups without notifying the University. They attended extra tutorial 
sessions or read notes from other tutors. Some of them would turn very quickly to 
rely on their peers. However, most of the time the student-interviewees did not have 
chances to work with their peers either in class or outside the classroom. In these 
cases, they were at a higher risk of failing courses. The group learner who relied on 
peer support a lot failed in courses where he did not have the support when needed. I 
suppose that he was not a single case at the University. As an analogy, some 
dependent learners expected their tutors or peers to perform similar to a buoy 
preventing them from drowning. The problems found in these situations indicated that 
there were mismatches between learners’ learning styles and needs and the support 
they had and the tutors’ tutoring styles. This has an implication for the University’s 
support to dependent learners and group learners in the distance learning mode. 
Although it was presented in Chapter Three, it should be restated here that there is a 
need to arouse the University’s attention to “[its] role in developing ‘studentship’” 
(Rickwood and Goodwin, 2000, p 54).
Many of the student-interviewees were hindered by their weak English in the 
text-based system. These current findings support the findings of Macdonald-Ross
Understanding and Practice o f  Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f Hong Kong
Facing the Academic Demands
262
and Scott (1997). Students had to invest extra time and effort to deal with the 
text-based education. Some of them had either confidence or preparation in doing the 
courses in English. However, some were quite weak in English. They had difficulties 
understanding the course content and presenting ideas. On the other hand, some 
student-interviewees were weak in mathematics or computing subjects. They usually 
had less confidence in passing the courses. As a result, some of them performed 
unsatisfactorily in their weak subjects. However, there was no support in helping 
learners to study these courses. I suggest that equipping students with language skills 
or study skills to handle new course content would be an issue that needs to be taken 
care of.
There were some commonalities between the motivated learners and dependent 
learners. They appreciated that the tutors provided chances for them to learn with 
peers in class or helped them to form groups. They also found tutors’ encouragements 
were a kind of support. However, none of them used the scheduled telephone tutoring 
or online tutoring in appropriate ways. They either did not contact the tutors to raise 
questions, or just called them for extending assignment deadlines. They also did not 
go to the library or contact the course co-ordinators before choosing courses. None of 
them made use of the information of the course co-ordinators who could give some 
advice, but some of them faced problems. A few student-interviewees reported that 
they were not sure what courses to take and worried about not choosing the 
appropriate courses. They did not get sufficient information from the prospectus 
supplements or the orientation sessions. This reflects that course guidance was needed 
for some students. However, I would say that the support could not be limited to the 
orientation sessions or putting the name in the prospectus supplements. New students
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might need more direct or specific support on this issue.
To survive, in addition to using available support or extra support, many of them 
changed their study plans as a compromise to the triggering situations. Some of them 
studied fewer courses than they had initially planned. Some of them took breaks 
when they faced time demands from their work. Some of them took breaks as times 
to release study pressure faced in the previous courses. Consequently, they gained 
fewer credits than they expected. From another point of view, these 
student-interviewees should be acknowledged because they had demonstrated a 
strong determination in doing their studies and facing study demands.
7.4.2 Unique findings that helped to understand novice Chinese distance learners’ 
initial plans and the ultimate actions taken 
Some of the unique findings from this study have contributed more knowledge to 
understanding novice Chinese distance learners. No similar findings on 
student-interviewees’ shifting of study programmes or changing their intensions, after 
considering the reality and their abilities, have been reported in the literature 
reviewed. There have been some discussions on learners’ orientations to studying in 
the literature. However, there are gaps between what happened in students’ minds 
during the time after making up the mind and taking the final actions, particularly 
about their psychological activities. In many institutions, the statistics on students’ 
final choices of when and what to study can be accessed easily. The enrolment forms 
would not allow the University to understand its potential students’ decision 
processes. Indeed, the findings about the student-interviewees’ initial plans and the 
ultimate actions taken could help educators to understand the students’ worries and
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their support needs at the very beginning stages of enrolment.
It was interesting to discover that a few student-interviewees prepared for tutorials 
with the aim of not disappointing their tutors. It seems that the student-interviewees 
not only focused on whether they could learn and gain credits, they were also 
concerned with human relationships during the meeting sessions. This concern 
reflects a virtue of the Chinese tradition.
Findings about the student-interviewees’ returning to take courses after a break have 
not been thoroughly discussed in the reviewed literature either. Statistics have been 
published to show the trends and figures on continuing students, returning students, 
drop out students, and inactive students. However, these statistics do not give clear 
insights into the underlying reasons. In this study, the student-interviewees reported 
why they had continued, discontinued or taken breaks. Some student-interviewees 
also described the numbers and types of courses taken after their breaks. Two 
student-interviewees, in addition, described what they had done during the break. 
These findings might also contribute to educators understanding of their students’ 
learning process. One limitation of this study is that these findings were not followed 
up in detail, hence some chances may have been missed to gain more knowledge 
about the novice students.
A graphic illustration of how student-interviewees managed their study 
initially and by using support is presented at the end of this chapter for reference.
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7.4.3 Sub-summary
Overall, the findings reflected that the support provided by the OUHK was not 
enough for the learners to learn smoothly. The first goals for doing the study were to 
learn the knowledge and gain the credits. During the process, many of them did not 
have any close instruction or guidance in studying their courses. They faced more 
difficulties when the course guidance and class cohesion were curtailed. These 
situations also reflected that the student-interviewees were not really learning to 
become independent learners.
The unique findings about student-interviewees ’ practices in the early stages of facing 
academic mismatches Tiave contributed more knowledge about the modes of support 
that have been provided to the distance education field. The findings reflect that the 
students might need some support that would be different from what they could 
access. The points discussed should be brought to the attention of the OUHK. It is 
hoped that the discussion might raise awareness of the academic staff and the 
administrative staff at the University. Corresponding measures have to be considered 
and actions should be taken promptly. As a guide to distance educators, some 
suggestions are given in Chapters Ten and Eleven.
7.5 Summary
This chapter has reported what the student-interviewees did to handle their studies. 
They all took action initially to help themselves. They also needed some support. 
Motivated learners tended to solve problems by themselves, without asking for extra 
support. Dependent learners tended to meet more problems in doing distance learning. 
They needed some extra support from tutors and peers. On one hand, not all support
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provided was well utilised. On the other hand, some support provided was not good 
enough, according to the student-interviewees’ needs. There were mismatches in 
between. Eventually, not all student-interviewees could fulfil their initial expectations. 
They had to change their plans to adapt to the situations. Here we could see the 
determination of the student-interviewees. No matter what their learning styles or 
dimensions of adaptation were, they displayed their high motivation in continuing the 
study. They worked hard to achieve their goals.
The findings have been discussed in relation to student-interviewees’ learning styles 
and some Chinese distance learners’ characteristics. The discussion indicates that the 
student-interviewees’ needed to have more understanding of the distance education 
and to be better equipped with relevant study skills. Otherwise, they practised their 
former study habits and performed similarly to dependent learners as in conventional 
face-to-face education. They needed support to develop a distance learners’ approach 
to studentship. Consequently, this implies that the University needs to have a more 
in-depth understanding of its students and to be reflective about the support that has 
been provided.
Not surprisingly, the student-interviewees had performed and learned differently 
accordingly to their orientations to enrolment, learning styles, study skills, using of 
support and changing of plans. Their performances and achievements in different 
tasks and courses will be presented in Chapter Eight.
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Figure 7.2 A graphic illustration of how student-interviewees managed their study 
initially and by using support.
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Chapter 8 
What the Students Had Learned
The student-interviewees’ stories were presented in Chapter Five. It helped readers to 
know the students in this study. The first research question, “Why did these adult 
students choose to study in an open entry course by distance education?” was 
answered in Chapter Six. Chapter Seven answered the second research question 
“How did these novice students manage their study?” This chapter answers the third 
research question “What had they learned?” The answer to the question consists of 
two parts. First, it is a presentation of the performance and the overall achievements 
of the student-interviewees in taking courses, that is what course knowledge and 
skills they had learned in the data collection periods (8.1). This is followed by a 
presentation on whether they had learned to become better or more mature distance 
learners, reflected through their reflection and evaluation (8.2). Section 8.3 is a 
discussion on why the student-interviewees learned or achieved differently.
8.1 The academic performance and achievements
This section mainly presents the student-interviewees’ formative performance and 
overall achievements in the three tasks that they needed to handle in their study. The 
related questions asked to the student-interviewees in the first or second in-depth 
interviews were:
1. Do you think you have achieved what you planned? How much? In what aspects? 
Why? Why not?
2. Could you please compare your performance recently with what you did in the 
first course? (in class, in assignments, in any learning activities, in examination)
Understanding and Practice o f Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f Hong Kong
What the Students Had Learned
269
3. What progress have you made since the first course you took? (e.g. study skills, 
capabilities of facing problems/ employing strategies/ dealing with learning needs 
or pressure...)
4. How confident are you about passing the current course(s)? Why?
8.1.1 Summary on performance in different tasks
The following paragraphs give a summarised account of the student-interviewees’ 
learning performance in the three tasks that they had to handle in their studies: 
understanding course materials, dealing assignments, and taking examinations. Some 
of their achievements and performances were reflected from how they managed their 
studies and used support. Here is only offered a relatively brief description.
Performance in the first task — understanding courses materials
The student-interviewees had individual strengths or weaknesses in dealing with
different types of courses. They had performed differently accordingly.
All of the student-interviewees had taken the business communication course. All, 
except Esther and Ian, found no difficulties in understanding the course materials. 
Esther studied in Chinese in her secondary school education. Ian was weak in 
English.
In studying a mathematics course, Angela found some difficulties in understanding 
the concepts. She did not perform so well as in essay type courses. She also needed to 
make some effort to remember the definitions of a foundation computing course. All 
others expressed that they had no big problems in dealing these courses.
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Cathy found the concepts in the grammar analysis course were difficult. She spent 
much more time than expected, but still could not manage well. Dennis experienced 
similarly in studying the middle level computing courses.
Their performance in understanding course materials in different types of courses that 
they discussed in the interviews and telephone discussions are summarised in the 
following table.
Table 8.1: Student-interviewees’ performance in understanding course materials.
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Course
Performance
Business
communication
course
Mathematics-
accounting
A foundation 
computing 
course
Other courses 
that mentioned
Good (no 
problems)
Angela, Cathy, 
Dennis, Hugo, 
Jason
Bertha, Ian, 
Jason, Wayne
all who had 
taken
Fine (checking a 
dictionary or 
seeking support)
Alice, Bertha, 
Esther, Stella, 
Wayne
Alice, Esther Stella
(computing-I.T.)
Weak (did not 
understand or 
needed to take much 
time)
Ian Angela Dennis
(computing-I.T.),
Cathy
(grammar)
Performance in the second task — dealing assignments
Generally speaking, the student-interviewees performed according to their 
understanding of course materials and depended on their strengths in studying certain 
types of courses. Angela, Cathy, Dennis, Esther, Hugo, Jason and Wayne said that 
they did not perform particularly well in the business communication course 
assignments but were still satisfied. They scored more than 50% in the assignments 
on average. However, Alice, Bertha, Ian and Stella did not get much more than the 
passing mark. Alice and Ian failed in at least one assignment. Bertha performed better 
in a management course by applying the structure of writing essays, and provided 
sufficient information to explain the theories.
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Bertha, Esther, Ian, Jason and Wayne performed quite well in doing mathematics- 
accounting assignments. Alice and Angela could not perform well. All who had taken 
foundation computing courses reported that they scored high marks in assignments, 
more than 80% on average. They were very satisfied with the results. Demiis could 
score more than 50% in the computing-I.T. assignments when he was able to study 
with his peers. However, he could not tackle assignments independently. Cathy used 
to write in English a lot. She found it was not easy to handle the assignments of a 
Chinese communication course. She received comments like “not clearly written” or 
“wrong structure”. She failed in half of the assignments in the grammar analysis 
course. Esther summed up her performance in all the courses that she had taken.
For the courses in which I learned better, say computing, I gained more 
than 80%. For other assignments, say those I found difficult, I still had 
more than 40% which was a pass. On average, I usually scored between 
70 and 80%. [Esther]
A summary of the student-interviewees’ performance in assignments is as follows.
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Table 8.2: Student-interviewees’ performance in assignments.
n . Course
type
Performance^^
Business
communication
course
Mathematics-
accounting
A foundation 
computing 
course
Other courses that 
were mentioned
Good (no problems) Bertha, Ian, 
Jason, Wayne
all who had 
taken
Fine (taking time 
would do)
Angela, Cathy, 
Dennis, Esther, 
Hugo, Jason, 
Wayne
Esther Bertha
(management),
Stella
(computing-I.T.)
Weak (difficult, 
even had taken time)
Alice, Bertha, 
Ian, Stella
Alice, Angela Cathy (Chinese 
communication 
writing, grammar 
analysis),
Dennis (dropped 
computing-I.T.)
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Performance in the third task -  taking examination
All student-interviewees expressed that they were nervous or worried about their 
performance in sitting the first examination. In the telephone discussions and the 
second in-depth interview, eight of them expressed that they were less or even not 
nervous. This was because, in addition to being used to sit examinations again, they 
had learned some skills in preparing examinations. The other three expressed 
different levels of nervousness, particularly in the courses that they were weak in. 
Bertha expressed that she was nervous whenever taking examinations. In the second 
in-depth interview, she said that she had become sick after “experiencing a stressful 
event” by taking two examinations and studying an ongoing course.
The following paragraphs present the student-interviewees’ voluntarily sharing of 
their scores in different courses.
Angela and Cathy scored a credit in the business communication course. Bertha, 
Dennis, Jason, Esther, Hugo and Wayne passed the course. Alice and Stella failed in 
the course marginally. They got a pass at the second attempt. Ian had performed badly 
in the course. He had to retake the course if he wanted to gain the credit.
Except for Alice and Angela, all other student-interviewees who had taken the 
mathematics course got a pass. Bertha scored the best in the mathematics course
t
among all the examinations taken, and a pass one in an accounting course. All those 
who had taken the foundation computing course passed the course without difficulty. 
Bertha scored more than 90% in the examination. Cathy failed in the grammar 
analysis course after all effort had made. Wayne failed in a management course in the
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semester in which he tried to study three courses at a time. However, when re-sitting 
for it, he scored the highest that he had for any of the courses taken in the first three 
years of his study. Among these student-interviewees, Bertha, a motivated learner, 
seemed to adapt to the distance mode of learning well. She was also satisfied with her 
performance.
A summary of the student-interviewees’ performance in examinations is given as 
follows.
Table 8.3: Student-interviewees’ performance in examinations.
Course
Performance^^
Business
communication
course
Mathematics-
accounting
A foundation 
computing 
course
Other courses 
mentioned
Good Angela, Cathy Bertha, Ian, 
Jason, Wayne
all who had 
taken
Passed Bertha, Dennis, 
Esther, Hugo, 
Jason, Wayne,
Esther Angela, Bertha 
(management), 
Stella
(computing-I.T.)
Failed Alice, Ian, Stella Alice, Angela Cathy (grammar 
analysis),
Wayne
(management)
Overall, all student-interviewees performed quite consistently in the three tasks that 
they had to handle. The examination results indicated their performances were 
consistent with their understanding of course materials and with dealing assignments. 
Alice failed in a few courses in the first two years of study, which she had not 
expected.
At the end of the data collection period, all student-interviewees had been studying in 
the University for at least two and a half years. The total credits they scored were
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about one-third, or less, of a degree qualification. It was a bit too early at this stage to 
project whether they could gain the qualifications they aimed at within the number of 
years which they had prepared to spend. However, it could be predicted that the 
qualification seekers, Alice and Dennis, had to gain more credits in the following 
semesters if they wanted to have a degree quickly. A summary table of the 
student-interviewees’ overall performance in the courses they had taken is as follows.
Table 8.4: Student-interviewees’ summative outcomes of courses taken during data
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collection period.
Student-interviewees Summative outcomes of courses taken
Bertha, Esther, Hugo passed all courses
Angela, Cathy, Ian, Stella, Wayne failed one course
Alice failed at least four courses
Dennis dropped/ did not formally start four courses in 
total
Jason dropped one course
8.1.2 What the student-interviewees had learned about course knowledge and 
study skills
Apart from gaining marks and credits, student-interviewees always assured me that 
they wanted to learn new knowledge and skills by taking courses. They felt happy as 
long as they learned what they wanted although they might not have the chance to 
apply all their new learning.
In the business communication course, Angela, Bertha, Esther, Hugo, Ian, Jason, 
Stella and Wayne said that they had learned the concepts and theories. They learned 
how to communicate better with their working partners or to motivate their colleagues 
at work. They gained more positive feedback. Bertha, Stella and Wayne found 
learning the structure of writing essays to be very useful, which helped them to
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present more clearly. Jason understood more about decision-making in the 
commercial sector. This could be regarded as incidental learning for Jason.
All the student-interviewees who had taken the foundation computing course found 
the course contents and the techniques that they learned to be practical. They could 
apply the computing knowledge to help them in daily work more efficiently. Dennis 
took the course after discontinuing four computing courses. He shared his 
experiences delightedly after all.
Now I know more and can use certain software... It is helpful in my work.
In my work, I need to present reports in tabular form. Now with the help 
of Excel and some new learned functions, I can save my time by using the 
quicker or more efficient ways. After handing in the relevant TMA of 
Power Point Presentation, wow, I realised that I can make so many 
changes and combinations with different features. [Dennis]
Stella learned a lot in the computing-I.T. courses although she could not apply all the 
knowledge. She was very happy to share that she could create a homepage for herself 
by employing knowledge and techniques learned in a relevant course.
Angela, Bertha and Wayne learned some management principles. Angela developed a 
greater interest in the management role. Bertha used a theory to analyse her company. 
Wayne gained more understanding of human behaviour in his work place and the 
world.
Ian shared his learning in an accounting course. He found the knowledge helped his
understanding of roles in his field although he did not need to carry out those duties.
I can understand why the auditors require us to perform certain duties.
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Previously, when I was trained to be an accounts clerk, I was told how to 
perform certain duties without explanation. The current accounting course 
contains the explanations according to the duties to be performed. Then I 
now know why I have to perform some actions. [Ian]
On the contrary, Alice expressed that the accounting knowledge was not useful or 
applicable. She took the courses again because they were required in the programme 
that she aimed at.
Taking the course for a qualification gained is to support your career 
promotion. [Alice]
The student-interviewees realised that they had learned new knowledge or technical 
skills in various courses. They might have chances to apply some of their learning 
immediately or in the future.
8.1.3 What the student-interviewees had learned in dealing with their studies as a 
whole
On top of knowledge and skills that they learned in particular courses, the 
student-interviewees had learned some study skills which could be applied in other 
courses. This section only reported the newly acquired knowledge or skills that they 
had informed or referred from the data collected. If they had employed certain study 
skills once they had started their study, those would not be considered as new learning. 
It was suspected that a few student-interviewees might not mention if they had 
developed or improved certain study skills.
All student-interviewees reported in the telephone discussions and the second
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in-depth interview to the questions or prompts:
1. Please tell me any methods/strategies that you have employed to deal with your 
problems/ learning needs, or
2. What have you done recently to deal with your study /problems/ learning needs/ 
doing assignments?
3. What do you think of the effectiveness of the methods/strategies employed?
4. What would you like to say about handling your assignments? Why do you say 
so?
5. Could you please compare your performance recently with what you did in the 
first course? (in class, in assignments, in any learning activities, in examination) 
or
6. What progress have you made since the first course you took? (e.g. study skills, 
capabilities of facing problems/ employing strategies/ dealing with learning 
needs or pressure...)
7. What have you learned, other than gaining knowledge after studying for a year? 
Dealing with study tasks
The new learning they reported can again be grouped into the skills they needed to 
deal with the three study tasks. Alice, Cathy, Dennis, Esther, Ian, Stella and Wayne 
said that they gradually came to be able to read the course materials and textbooks 
faster and to comprehend the course contents more easily. Ian, Stella and Wayne said 
that they did not need to check the dictionary as often.
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All student-interviewees had learned to handle assignments better. Angela, Bertha, 
Ian and Jason learned that they had to read the assignment guides very clearly before 
attempting them, which helped them to tackle the assignments more easily.
Ian, Stella and Wayne said that they learned to handle assignments part by part rather 
than in one go. Jason could finish essay-type questions faster. Alice, Cathy, Hugo, Ian, 
Jason, Stella and Wayne said that they could write better. Wayne paid more attention 
to the grammar used in doing assignments and at work. He also applied the writing 
structures at work.
The knowledge and skills in communicating with my colleagues through 
writing was the most applicable. I have an introduction, a main body and a 
conclusion in my messages. I would say the presentation pattern is very 
useful. [Wayne]
The student-interviewees did not say much about what they had learned to prepare 
better for examinations. Apart from doing the same things in the first semester, they 
just reported that they felt less pressured. Only Esther, said that doing exercises 
provided in the course materials was really helpful in preparing for examinations.
Using tutor /peer support
Previewing for tutorials was one of the common study skills employed by the 
student-interviewees throughout their study. Right at the beginning, Bertha was 
serious about preparing for tutorials. All others previewed course materials just meant 
for a brief preparation. They took it relatively less seriously in the first tutorials. 
However, when Angela, Ian, Jason, Stella and Wayne realised its importance and the 
benefits of understanding course materials and dealing with assignments, they always
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previewed and took it more seriously for attending tutorials. Busy Cathy did not do so 
although she also learned about its importance.
Participating in class learning activities could help the student-interviewees to clarify 
their understanding of course contents. Participating appropriately meant that they 
listened quietly or involved themselves in discussion depending on whether the 
actions taken could help learning. Alice, Angela, Bertha, Dennis, Hugo, Jason and 
Stella had learned to participate in tutorials appropriately. Bertha would ask and 
answer questions at least once in each tutorial, or sometimes listen quietly. Jason 
participated quite actively in the business communication course, but kept quiet in a 
mathematics course. He intended to allow the tutor to present in detail, helping his 
peers to learn. Alice, Dennis and Hugo felt some pressure when being nominated at 
the beginning of Trudy’s tutorials. However, they still tried to answer the questions 
sometimes. Angela and Stella were willing to present the results of discussion. They 
got used to it after gaining some experience.
You learned what frightening is. When you stood in front of the class, you 
would be scared. I am still frightened when being asked to speak in front 
of the class, although maybe not as much now. [Stella]
To deal with their study, Dennis, Esther, Ian, Jason and Stella had learned to take 
more initiative in seeking support from peers and tutors. They might contact their 
peers or tutors through telephone calls or exchanging e-mails. However, Dennis still 
had not learned to jot down notes or questions while reading course materials. He 
regarded it as too troublesome. He preferred to call the tutors once questions arose.
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Time management
Making good use of time is an important study skill as most of the distance learners 
have full-time jobs and other responsibilities to fulfill. In the first semester, the 
student-interviewees who only took one course expressed that they did not have 
difficulties in arranging time. When time passed by and there were more courses to be 
studied, they reported on how they arranged their study schedules better. For example, 
they made use of scattered or short sessions of time whenever available. Ian said that 
he spent his time loosely in the first months of his study. At the end of the first 
semester, he found that organising study and rest time was important. He tried to 
develop a habit to study every night, to spread out the time to do assignments instead 
of dealing with it by burning the midnight candle. Even when he had to go on a 
business trip, he tried to make the time up. Alice studied a while every day. Angela 
had her own schedule to revise, although not a daily one. Cathy was busy. She only 
revised in the weekend before the examinations. Wayne developed a study schedule.
Now I have formed the habit of studying for at least an hour per day, no 
matter how much I can cover. We can accumulate our learning by studying 
some time per day. We must be able to make some progress. If you have a 
habit of studying for one or two hours per day, the accumulated hours 
would be almost ten hours per week. So I think it is effective and you 
would be more relaxing in studying. You will not feel that it was tedious to 
study and work. [Wayne]
At the end of the second year of study, all student-interviewees were aware that the 
time available for studying played an influential role in their study at the University. 
It affected their preparation, performance in dealing with all the study tasks and the 
number of courses to be taken. For example, Angela, Cathy and Stella could not study 
more than two courses at a time and could not study on weekdays due to their busy
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workloads. Jason dropped a course just because he did not have sufficient time.
It’s a pity, very pitiful. I struggled. However, it was not a good way to 
delay things. I had to make a decision. So I decided to drop it. I realised 
that time is very important... The incident showed me that I have to spare 
some time for a buffer... If you have a steady job with steady working 
hours between nine and five, then you will feel more comfortable and 
relaxed in studying. [Jason]
Choosing courses
Apart from acquiring study skills, the student-interviewees also learned how to select 
courses. In the first semester, they had relatively little idea of distance learning or 
their abilities. They took courses by taking advice, learning from others’ examples or 
justifying their own situations. In general, except Alice and Dennis, the other nine 
sequenced the courses or increased the courses taken with reference to their needs, 
ability and time availability after the first semester.
Bertha, Esther, Ian and Wayne learned to sequence and picked a better combination of 
courses to study in a semester. They arranged not to take three examinations at the 
same time even though they studied three courses. Bertha took two law-related 
courses consecutively, so she could relate the learned knowledge to the new contents. 
Ian and Wayne learned to make a combination of an essay-type course and a 
mathematics-accounting type course in a single semester. The combination allowed 
them to spare more time to study the essay-type course.
Dennis learned to organise his study after he had discontinued four courses in the first 
three semesters. He then learned not to take so many courses at a time, not to take
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middle or higher-level courses before finishing the foundation courses and not to drop 
courses so easily. Alice seemed not to have learned from her experiences. She kept 
studying three or four courses most of the time regardless of the difficulty or nature of 
the courses. But then, she failed a few courses after all.
To sum up, the student-interviewees had learned various study skills. They reported 
that they had improved at least one aspect of their language skills. Four 
student-interviewees voiced that they had learned to read assignment guides or skills 
in dealing with assignments and to preview or participate in class appropriately. It 
was also found that all student-interviewees felt less nervous when sitting 
examinations gradually. Some of them reported that they arranged their schedules 
better with reference to the time available. However, they could not have full control 
of time.
The following table is a summary of the study skills that the student-interviewees 
reported and thought they had learned or improved at after taking up their studies for 
two years.
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Table 8.5: Student-interviewees’ new learning in study skills. ___________________
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\S tudcnt-
Nnterviewees
N ew  \
study skills \
Alice Angela Bertha Cathy Dennis Esther Hugo Ian Jason Stella Wayne
Reading faster / / / / / / /
Reading
selectively
/ / / /
Writing better / / / / / / / / /
Understanding
course
materials
better
/ / / / / /
Reading
assignment
guidelines
/ / /
Dealing
assignment
skills
improved
/ / / / / /
Realising the 
importance of 
preview
/ / / / / /
Participating 
in class 
appropriately
/ / / / / / /
Feeling less 
nervous in 
examinations
/ / y / / / / / / / /
Managing 
time better / y / / / / /
Realising time 
constrains
/ / y / y / / / / / /
Organising
courses
/ y / y / / / / /
8.2 Whether they had learned better as distance learners
Having presented what the student-interviewees had learned practically in managing 
their study, the next thing is to present evidence of whether the student-interviewees 
had learned to become better distance learners. The data collected and findings might 
help readers to justify if the student-interviewees had developed to be independent or 
more mature distance learners, characteristics that the University expects to promote.
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8.2.1 Reflection and evaluation o f studying in the University
At the end of the second in-depth interview, the student-interviewees were asked:
1. What have you learned, other than gaining knowledge after studying for a year?
2. What would you say about ‘Teaming” after a year of study?
3. How do you feel being a part-time (distance learning) student/ an adult learner?
4. Please share any precious learning experience.
5. What would you say about my interviews with you since last year? Have they
had any impact on your study? What? Why?
Even though each student-interviewee had gone through similar steps: taking courses, 
attending tutorials, dealing with assignments and sitting examinations, they had 
different thinking and learning. It is therefore clearer to present their development 
individually.
Alice said that learning was to gain knowledge from taking courses. She had learned 
that she was the one in control. She would take the responsibility. Academic 
performance depended on the contribution of time, effort and attitude. She regarded 
that she was not so diligent and serious when studying previously taught courses.
Angela said that learning was one could apply knowledge and skills learned in 
courses to other contexts. She learned from experiences, particularly in gaining 
confidence in facing examinations. However, she had not learned to think more 
deeply.
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Bertha said that learning was to think from more perspectives and more 
systematically. She gained more self-confidence gradually through dealing with
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courses successfully. She described herself as not that stubborn and stupid in the 
second in-depth interview. She had also learned that education was important. She 
had a goal in life and had broadened the horizons of views and knowledge.
Cathy said that learning was about having a good attitude to studying, being more 
determined and having perseverance. She had been hardworking and put in more 
effort than she had expected. She realised the truth of the saying “No pain, no gain.” 
She learned to think well. She criticised herself for being too aggressive in taking a 
middle-level course in the second year of study.
Dennis said that learning was to gain knowledge and skills. He still could learn 
something even though he had discontinued some courses. He realised that he was 
capable of dealing with the study with peer support. He was more willing to face 
problems. He expressed that finishing a whole programme in a distance learning 
mode was like fighting a long-term battle. He commented that he, himself, was not an 
effective distance learner.
Esther viewed that learning was to learn things that could not be acquired from books. 
She learned perseverance, more self-discipline and was more determined to overcome 
problems. She took chances to broaden her horizons. She learned things as a back up 
for justifying life issues or making decisions. She said that studying could change a 
person. She could tell the difference in thinking style and personality of adults who 
were studying or not.
Through the studying process, you can learn how to think, learn to deal 
with life and people with a better attitude, ways to perceive things 
differently. [Esther]
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Hugo said that learning was to take up his own responsibility and be alert in related 
issues in studying. He wanted to leam knowledge through taking courses in a relaxed 
way. He did not demand himself to perform excellently. He concluded that his study 
life was quiet and smooth, as plain as a glass of water.
Ian said that the purpose of learning was to leam from others’ experiences. He 
admired a few mature students of the University. They kept learning after gaining 
some qualifications and in their middle age. He realised that he had to be more 
determined, better at following a study schedule and organising himself. He said that 
young people should study and leam more. He learned to think, to make relationships 
between studying and working, to consider the influences and consequences of taking 
actions and to ponder why others made certain decisions.
Jason said that he learned to think more broadly and in wider perspectives through 
taking essay-type courses. He eventually fully understood the saying, “To leam from 
a failure”. He regarded that studying enriched his life. It needed self-discipline and 
determination. He liked to study, just to leam, not for the sake of taking courses for a 
qualification.
Stella said that learning was to leam something new. Learning was to improve oneself 
or to exercise her personality, just like a raw gemstone being polished to reveal its 
beauty. She learned that expectations might not necessary come tme, especially in her 
academic performance. However, she became more motivated and more serious in 
studying. She also learned to think how to handle problems, to be more positive to 
face changes, and to consider different situations.
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Wayne said that learning was to apply knowledge to real-life contexts or situations. 
He was more willing to try even though he had been anticipating a busy and difficult 
life. Academically, he learned to be more independent, had gained more confidence, 
and was more accurate to justify his ability in taking courses. He concluded four 
factors that contributed to his road of success in studying: being self-dependent, being 
willing to spend time, making effort to work hard and being persevering. He had a 
new perception on students who only could finish a secondary school education -  that 
they were not necessary incapable of doing a degree programme.
When being asked if this research study had any influence on them, eight 
student-interviewees said that the interviews and discussions allowed them chances to 
think of issues that they had not previously thought of. Angela and Stella thought 
about what learning was after the second in-depth interview. Bertha said that it 
reminded herself to realise her weaknesses, and she would think of how to improve. 
Cathy would re-think all the questions after each interview to see what could be done 
to improve. Ian reflected that his preparation for taking up the study was not enough. 
Wayne thought of viewing his study as a whole rather than just seeing courses 
independently. Only Alice, Dennis and Hugo said that the sharing would make no 
difference to them. They would not think of the questions after being interviewed.
With reference to the Chinese learners’ characteristics discussed in Chapter Three and 
the orientations to enrolment presented in Chapter Six, the findings support the 
discussions. Chinese learners have an eagerness to learn, including the 
student-interviewees in this study. They expressed quite clearly in the first interview. 
They informed that they had learned various things. They had learned some
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knowledge to be applied at work. They had learned some study skills that could be 
transferred to another courses, although still not sufficient enough to become 
independent learners. However, some of them were on the way to achieve it. Some of 
them had a different perception of themselves or education. They viewed their 
successes and failures in a way somewhat different from what they had thought in the 
earliest stages of their distance education. These reflected they were aware of their 
learning. Of course, some student-interviewees learned more than others.
To sum up from what the student-interviewees had expressed, they saw their strengths 
and weaknesses and realised their needs in dealing with their study. Some of them 
shared their views about gaining informational or course knowledge and practical 
skills. Some student-interviewees, in addition, shared what they had learned in 
experiences which had brought some impacts to their attitudes and views to study and 
face real life events. The findings also revealed that some student-interviewees were 
more reflective than others. Table 8.6 sums up what the student-interviewees had 
expressed.
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Table 8.6: What the student-interviewees expressed the views to study and of
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8.2.2 Had the student-interviewees learned to be better distance learners?
It is expected by the University that distance learners should be independent and be 
responsible to their study. It seemed that all student-interviewees were learning this to 
a certain extent, although some learned more than the others.
Bertha, Jason and Wayne seemed to be becoming better distance learners faster than 
others. They had been more motivated to take steps to enhance their studying than 
other student-interviewees since the first courses commenced. They took 
responsibility at once and employed a number of study skills. They learned their 
strengths and weaknesses in the first semester. They reflected and took relevant 
actions quickly when they faced problems or struggles. Ian did not have a good start. 
However, he was willing to leam from others and to take quick actions after the first 
interview, when he considered being interviewed was a chance to identify what 
needed to be improved. In between this group, Bertha had been performing relatively
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closer to the right end of the dimensions of adaptation continuum for distance 
learning as offered by the OUHK, as described in Chapter Five. Jasbn and Wayne had 
learned to perform closer to the right ends.
Stella and Esther were learning gradually. They relied on themselves initially and 
would get support when needed. Stella had learned in many areas but still relied quite 
much on attending plenty of tutorial groups in a few courses. She was a dependent 
learner and had been making use of tutorial support in her own way to suit her needs. 
Esther, the experienced student-interviewee, did not say much about how she 
performed in her earlier semesters. Maybe she had a good start already. At least, her 
performance was a bit more mature than other new student-interviewees at the time of 
the first interview. They both reflected when being asked and might consider taking 
actions after the interviews. It seemed that they were also learning, although not 
quickly. Esther had been studying in the University for more than four years at the 
end of the data collection period. She seemed not to have performed very differently 
from others. It seems that they were moving slowly towards the right end of at least 
two dimensions of adaptation to a distance learning mode. They had become more 
motivated learners and equipped with better study skills.
From the point of view of the University philosophy that tutorial support was just a 
supplement, Cathy had not learned to be a better distance learner in the first two years 
of study. Cathy had a very good psychological and practical preparation and was 
equipped with sound language skills, but she was not learning well along the courses. 
She claimed that she should take up the responsibility, but it seemed that not 
sufficient corresponding actions were taken initially. On the contrary, she relied much
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on the tutors’ presentation to understand the contents without previewing for the 
tutorials.
Alice and Dennis also had not learned much from their unsuccessful experiences. 
They took many courses at a time without a very good justification of their own 
ability and situation. To be fair, Dennis seemed to leam better than Alice in this aspect. 
However, they either relied much on the tutors or their peers relatively more than 
other student-interviewees.
Alice, Cathy and Dennis seemed to perform relatively closer to the left end of the 
continuums of the dimensions of adaptation. Their styles of learning did not match 
well with the University’s expectation. Very likely, learning to be independent 
learners was not an easy task for them.
It was unfair to state that Angela and Hugo had not become more mature in a distance 
learning context as they did not express clear changes. Angela learned to apply 
knowledge and improved study skills from taking essay-types courses. However, she 
did not express if she had developed views to study related to a distance learning 
context. Hugo was a relaxing learner. It was difficult to say that he had not learned 
much to handle his distance learning as he expressed that he continued smoothly. So, 
they were not concluded if had become better distance learners.
In summary, the data discussed here seem to suggest that not all student-interviewees 
had learned to be better independent learners because they:
1. might not have prepared for an independent learning style although they had
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realised that they had less chances to meet their tutors or peers;
2. faced personal problems, e.g. time availability, strengths or weaknesses in 
different types of courses;
3. did not practise what was preached in taking the control of the study. In fact, half 
of them relied much on tutors’ or peers’ support;
4. might not have made good use of the support offered by the University;
5. might meet tutors who were not helpful according to their own needs.
In short, all student-interviewees had learned some course knowledge, practical skills 
and study skills to help them to learn better gradually, although not successfully all 
the time. Not all of them really took appropriate actions or developed positive views 
on independent learning as distance learners. Some student-interviewees who were 
relatively more reflective seemed to leam quicker than others to become more mature 
distance learners.
8.3 A discussion on why the student-interviewees learned or achieved 
differently
The student-interviewees performed and learned at different paces because each one 
was a unique person. By summing up their experiences, it was found that they had 
their own views, experiences and practice in receiving education. They had their 
unique working and family life and responsibilities. These contributed to the 
understanding of individual students’ mentalities and readiness for distance learning. 
A cross-reference of Chinese learners’ general characteristics and the novice distance 
learners’ performance of various learning styles could show the matches and the 
mismatches in studying in the University. It would also give background information 
to the University about where, what and how to facilitate its students.
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8.3.1 The student-interviewees’learning mentality and readiness 
A single or shared students’ learning mentality has not been identified in this study. In 
fact, the original design of this study did not plan to ask or discover 
student-interviewees’ mentality of studying at a distance. The term mentality was not 
used in the interviews and discussions. It happened that the responses given to the 
main interview questions reflected their mentality or belief in learning or education to 
a certain extent between lines.
It was discovered and presented earlier that the student-interviewees had displayed a 
diversity of learning styles. None of them had indicated that they wanted to be 
developed as independent learners. They would do their study and use the 
standardised support according to their own will.
A readiness to take up the distance learning mode could be shown through their 
orientations to enrolment, the preparation they had done and their expectations of 
themselves and the University. All student-interviewees had expressed that they were 
ready to take up the responsibility and the control of study. They were ready to invest 
time and effort, and were willing to try harder when encountering difficulties. 
Generally, they did not expect themselves to achieve excellent learning outcomes. 
Getting a pass would be good enough. This finding was different from Stevenson and 
Lee’s (1996) observation that Chinese learners seem to be highly motivated to do well. 
Potential factors that make the differences could be mode of learning, orientations of 
enrolment and responsibilities to bear at the same time. This is yet to be investigated. 
The student-interviewees who were more ready to take up the independent learning 
would accept what support was provided, adapt their learning accordingly and use
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strategies to deal with problems. Dependent learners regarded that tutor or peer 
support should be provided to satisfy their needs. If the above assistance was not 
available or matched with their needs, they felt discontented. They would take actions 
to get what they wanted while the University was not obliged to accommodate them 
for a distance learning.
8.3.2 Performance with reference to preference and styles o f learning 
Consequently the differences of preference affected the student-interviewees’ 
performance. Generally speaking, most learners studied alone most of the time 
although they might have had some sharing with their peers occasionally. The 
differences lay where the student-interviewees employed study skills that were more 
suitable for distance learning while tutor and peer support were not available.
It was obvious that the student-interviewees had different preferences and strengths in 
dealing with various courses. When the student-interviewees were studying courses 
of their preference or which they were good at, they tended to have more confidence, 
face fewer problems, demanded less support and achieved better results.
No student-interviewees mentioned a preference for a particular language of 
instruction when taking up their study. They seemed to accept without objection that 
the programmes were run in English even if they might not have competent English 
levels. Limited choices could be one of the reasons accounting for why they took 
English courses despite realising their language constraints.
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A cross-reference between Chinese adult learners’ characteristics and novice distance 
learners
By summing up the relevant findings, it was found that many student-interviewees 
performed similarly to the Chinese adult learners in conventional face-to-face mode, 
as described in Chapter Three; but with some degrees of individual differences. This 
was the reason why I used the general Chinese learners’ characteristics instead of 
using the Chinese distance learners’ characteristics to make the comparison. In fact, 
the novice student-interviewees started their distance education with a number of 
general Chinese learners’ characteristics. Mismatches arose when the Chinese 
distance learners performed like face-to-face students when they came across the new 
learning contexts or unfavourable circumstances. What the mismatches were and the 
degree of mismatches depended on their learning styles and their adaptation to the 
distance learning mode. The novice distance learners’ learning characteristics, 
evidence and mismatches identified have been summarised in the following table.
Table 8.7: A cross reference of Chinese learners’ characteristics and the 
student-interviewees’ performance or experiences.
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Chinese learners’ 
characteristics
Novice distance learners’ performance
0 might value 
education
• enjoyed open entry and flexible studying time and pace,
• two out of the three parents wanted to demonstrate a 
positive learning attitude to their children
motivated learners
• wanted to leam knowledge and skills through taking 
courses, not for an immediate promotion,
• wanted to improve themselves to become better persons
Mismatch:
9 qualification-seeking learners studied for gaining credits, 
they might take courses too quickly but failed some
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Chinese learners’ 
characteristics
Novice distance learners’ performance
0 would respect 
teachers as 
authorities,
0 seem to be highly 
cue conscious 
from teachers and 
assessment 
requirements,
0 might be able to 
adapt to and 
adjust learning 
strategies with 
reference to 
tutors’ styles
• attended tutorials to get hints to help understanding 
materials or dealing with TMAs,
• responded to tutors’ nomination in class,
• found tutors were helpful when conducting the tutorials 
in the styles that matched with their needs,
• followed tutors’ advice closely to handle TMAs and 
examinations,
• either actively participated or listened passively 
according to the tutors’ nomination and presentation,
• appreciated tutors who conducted activities that helped 
learning in-depth
Mismatches:
e all did not appear obviously to have developed as 
independent learners 
motivated learners
e might not be satisfied with tutors who presented too 
much without other learning activities or guided too 
closely on dealing assignments 
dependent learners 
0 relied much on tutors,
0 complained ‘not helpful’ tutors,
0 did not ask questions or suggested preferred learning 
activities
0 would be able to 
leam in a deep 
approach of 
learning provided 
that the learning 
contexts allow 
them to do so
• tried to select and understand course content instead of 
memorising,
• transferred some learning into other courses,
• some applied learning at work,
• some reflected performance for improvement
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Chinese learners’ 
characteristics
Novice distance learners’ performance
Mismatches:
e not selective in reading the contents at the initial stage of 
study,
e did not have appropriate study skills,
0 did not learn through a deep approach when meeting 
tutors who might not use appropriate learning activities,
0 some tutors could not arouse students’ learning interest
0 tend to be
hardworking for 
achievement,
0 seem to be 
motivated to do 
well,
0 would be able to 
adapt to the 
demands of a 
distance learning 
gradually
motivated learners
• had done different kinds of preparation before starting 
the study,
• took initiative in actions to handle study tasks,
• would preview for tutorials when had time after 
fulfilling work and family responsibilities,
• believed that paying effort was one of the most possible 
ways to improve performance,
• were willing to spend more time on difficult courses,
• realised one’s responsibilities,
• hoped to pass assignments and examination when facing 
difficulties in certain courses,
• did not give up or discontinue courses unless no 
alternatives,
• improved some study skills and became better distance 
learners gradually,
• were able to reflect own performance and think of how 
to perform better
Mismatches:
0 did not contribute sufficient time to preview or deal 
with the study,
0 did not show sufficient confidence, just expected for a 
pass,
0 might fail in courses that relatively weak in,
0 did not fully realise the University’s mission
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Chinese learners’ 
characteristics
Novice distance learners’ performance
0 seem to enjoy 
working with peers
• enjoyed in class group learning,
• participated in tutorials in various degrees,
• hoped to have more collaborative learning out of class if 
could have chances,
• could and would leam from others’ examples and sharing 
of experiences
group learners
• tried to make some effort to learn with peers out of class
Mismatches:
e did not have peer learning activities in class because 
chances were not offered, 
e some tutees were not helped to form groups 
individual learners
e might not have the initiative to form study groups to 
leam out of class,
9 preferred to study alone, 
group learners 
0 might not have chances to work with others due to 
pressure of time or lack of group contacts,
0 could not do well without peer support
0 may be hindered 
by not having a 
competent level 
of English
• some found difficulties in comprehending materials,
• might not participate, present or ask questions in 
tutorials because of weak English,
• found writing essays was the most difficult task,
• had to pay much effort and time to finish necessary 
tasks
However,
0 most students found no big problems in reading,
0 some looked up into the dictionaiy,
0 some read reference books or took courses to improve
2 9 9
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Chinese learners’ 
characteristics
Novice distance learners’ performance
0 might not have a 
habit to ask 
questions
dependent learners
• kept quiet in class, just listened to tutors’ presentation,
• could not ask questions because did not prepare to or 
not knowing what to ask
motivated learners 
e previewed course materials, jotted notes,
0 thought of questions to ask in tutorials or through 
telephone
There are five observations arising from this comparison of Chinese learners’ 
characteristics with the performance of the novice distance learners in this study. 
Insights could be drawn about Hong Kong novice students’ suitability and 
adaptability in shifting from a conventional face-to-face mode education to distance 
education in a short time without training.
First of all, although the student-interviewees performed like students in face-to-face 
mode, the Chinese learners’ characteristics could not explain all the 
student-interviewees’ behaviours in distance education, at least in their first years of 
study. There were mismatches between the distance learners’ characteristics in this 
study and the Chinese students described by Watkins and Biggs (1996). However, the 
student-interviewees in this report support the findings of the distance learners’ 
characteristics, which were collected findings from various reports (Section 3.2.5). 
Until this moment, discussions on distance learners’ characteristics are not 
comprehensive although there are some reports of particular issues relating to 
distance learners’ studying behaviours in the current literature.
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Second, some students who carried obvious or distinctive features of face-to-face 
mode Chinese learners’ characteristics might not be suitable for distance education. 
This is suggested by the findings about dependent learners presented in this report. 
That is to say, some learners might be more suitable to learn in a conventional mode 
while some might be more suitable to distance learning mode. The differences might 
be related closely to the students’ learning styles, their adaptation to dimensions of 
distance education and the degree of reflection. The students’ individual differences 
have to be addressed.
Third, distance learners might behave similarly but have different mentalities. For 
example, all students might be very quiet in class to listen to tutors’ presentations. In 
the dependent learners’ minds, they might be waiting for the tutor’s explanation of 
content which could shorten their reading time after class. In the motivated learners’ 
minds, they might be checking their understanding of content which they had read 
before attending tutorials. Or they may have had no choice other than to listen 
because other dependent course mates needed their tutors’ detailed presentation. 
There is a need to discover the rationale of certain actions taken by different types of 
students.
The above three points indicate a need to build up a knowledge base for Chinese 
distance learners without delay. There are many potential adult students who will 
enrol for part-time study. If the distance education institution wants to improve its 
services and support, and to increase the number of enrolments, appropriate actions 
have to be taken quickly. There is always a number of students in their early years of 
distance study, so it is hoped that quick actions can help them before it is too late. In 
addition, the discussion and presentation of Chinese learners’ characteristics should
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consist of at least two aspects -  one for face-to-face mode students and one for 
distance learners.
Fourth, novice distance learners should be ready to develop some different learning 
characteristics from their previous learning styles to be able to cope with distance 
education more smoothly. Once they have made up their minds, they should be ready 
to study individually most of the time. They cannot rely on tutors’ cue for 
understanding of course content and assignments, other than having some basic 
support provided. Sometimes they have to face and use support that might not be as 
good in quality as it should be. They should leam to ask questions to themselves and 
to tutors at appropriate times. Students should be critical about their thoughts and 
performances and be ready to change their minds and decisions. When they want to 
study subjects that they regard themselves to be weak in, they need to do more 
practical preparation in advance. They could prepare for taking courses and attending 
tutorials. If possible, they could gain some pre-requisites before enrolling in a course. 
Lessons could be learned from Dennis’ experiences in doing computing courses and 
Bertha’s learning in mathematics and English courses.
Fifth, novice students of different learning styles might take different actions although 
they display the same Chinese learners’ characteristics. Motivated learners and 
qualification seekers valued education from different viewpoints. Motivated learners 
and dependent learners viewed tutors’ long presentations and close guidance for 
assignments differently. Although none of them had the habit of asking questions in 
their previous face-to-face education, motivated learners would try to employ study 
skills while dependent learners still waited for their tutors’ answers and instructions.
Understanding and Practice o f Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f Hong Kong
What the Students Had Learned
302
The above two observations have implications for students’ preparation in distance 
learning and the transmission of the distance education system’s mission in providing 
the education.
Similar to the discussions presented in the previous chapters, the above observations 
contribute to and call for more understanding of the novice learners’ practice in 
distance education. They again aroused many more students’ and educators’ attention 
in receiving and provision of distance education. Furthermore, the senior 
management boards of education providers, particularly the policy makers, should 
have an awareness of cultural differences when implementing any education systems 
from other parts of world.
8.3.3 Were the student-interviewees ready for distance learning?
I would say not all the student-interviewees were ready for distance learning. The 
findings revealed that there were mismatches in their understanding and practice of 
distance education. By reading through the findings of the orientations to enrolment, 
preparations done, how they had managed the study and their different performances 
as Chinese learners, it appears that some of the student-interviewees might not have a 
very clear understanding of the real meaning and the requirements of distance 
learning. Their orientations to enrolment explained their views. They enrolled in the 
current study because, probably, they wanted to take advantage of open entry, but not 
for doing distance education. They did not have a clear understanding of the functions 
of tutorials until they gained first-person experiences. They might have known that 
they would not meet their “teachers” very often. However, they might not be 
practically ready for the experience that the tutors did not present/teach in the way
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they expected or imagined. Therefore, it could be seen that some student-interviewees 
complained that their tutors did not teach well. Some shifted to attend another tutors’ 
tutorials for a better teaching or presentation, or attended more tutorials for more 
information or explanation. They had known that they could use telephone tutoring in 
scheduled hours or online support with flexible hours. However, they might not be 
aware of the extent of mismatches in studying schedules and the tutoring hours 
offered. In fact, it was their little understanding of distance education and unrealistic 
expectations that generated the negative feelings towards the support available.
In this study, the student-interviewees studied in the ways that they were familiar with 
from their earlier face-to-face experiences. Dependent learners saw their tutors as the 
source of knowledge. They attended tutorials as much as possible, even more than 
they were supposed to. They kept quiet in class without asking questions. This was 
because they might not know how to ask, wanted not to challenge their tutors, or they 
might even have been unclear about what they did not know. They found difficulties 
in learning from the English materials. Some of them complained but did not create 
any chances or think of ways to solve problems initially. These behaviours all 
demonstrated that the novice students were not ready to develop as independent 
learners as expected.
Furthermore, mismatches occurred when the University provided only one type of 
educational mode and standardised types of support for the undergraduate 
programmes while its students thought and practiced differently. This issue has to be 
examined critically.
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With the discussions in mind, the training of and support to distance learners should 
be at the top of the agenda in the distance education providers’ meetings. The issue on 
Hong Kong students’ learning in their primary and secondary education was 
discussed in Chapter Two. The student-interviewees were familiar with a didactic 
approach aimed at achieving good grades for entering good schools or gaining places 
at traditional universities after their secondary education. They were not equipped 
with independent study skills based on the constructivist or Teaming to leam’ 
concepts. It can be argued that, on one hand, once the students have registered at the 
distance education institution, the institution has the responsibility to train them with 
appropriate support, to aim at helping the novice learners from didactic learning 
backgrounds to become better distance learners gradually. On the other hand, the 
primary and secondary school sectors should also bear some responsibility for 
helping their students to become equipped with some, if not all, independent learning 
skills. The skills should include questioning skills, reading for understanding skills, 
and writing with analytical thinking skills.
8.4 Summary
To sum up, the group of the student-interviewees did not have common learning 
mentalities. When the degree of readiness tended to be low, they would experience 
more problems in dealing with their studies. They performed and achieved differently. 
These, findings may also explain why some student-interviewees learned quicker than 
others to become better distance learners. Put at the end of this chapter, Figure 8.1 is 
graphic illustration of the performance and achievement of the 
student-interviewees.
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A discussion with reference to Chinese learners’ characteristics, student-interviewees’ 
learning styles, study skills employed and their readiness to do distance education has 
been presented here. Insights into novice students’ needs in learning to be better 
distance learners and the University mode of supports should be gained.
How to bridge the mismatches occurring in different areas will be a focus that both 
students and education providers need to look into seriously. It is not difficult to 
imagine that novice students could do better and feel more enjoyment in doing the 
study if appropriate support provided was considered from their perspectives.
The next chapter presents the findings about the University’s view of its students and 
support provided by the University from interview, document analysis and tutorial 
observation. This can contribute more knowledge about the University’s 
understanding of its students and its own practices in supporting students. It might 
also provide more information about why there were mismatches between the 
student-interviewees and the University.
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Figure 8.1 A graphic illustration of the performance and achievement of the 
student-interviewees.
Understanding and Practice o f  Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f Hong Kong
What the Students Had Learned
Students used same types o f support provided with differences in tutors’ styles
Not involved / not helpful tutors 
<   ---------------------------
Involved / helpful tutors 
—  ►
Dropped / failed / I.  I Using extra support to manage
| Adjusting initial plans
Some returned to take courses
Study performance and outcomes
Managed tasks with difficulties
4
Managed tasks without difficulties 
■   — ►
I
± 1
Gained credits and learned some study skills
Had not learned to become Had learned to become
better independent learners
^  ..-...............
better independent learners
----------------------- p -
Key Explanation
main learning experiences and performance
I
i how students managed their study
4  ►
a spectrum o f two related but relatively 
contrasting characteristics
----------------- ► a relatively smoother study path
----------------► a relatively more difficult study path
.................................... ► returned to take course after dropping out
w 7- — - ........... dropped out/ failed
307
Understanding and Practice o f  Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f Hong Kong
Support Provided by the University
Chapter 9 
Support Provided by the University
This chapter contributes part of the answer to the second research question on “How 
did these novice students manage their study?”. How the student-interviewees had 
invested effort to handle the study and used support are discussed in Chapter Eight. 
This chapter reports the findings of University support through document analysis 
and interviewing the University staff (9.1). Critiques will be made along with the 
presentation of the findings. Observations of interactions between tutors and students 
(9.2) and tutors’ styles (9.3) will follow. The findings, together with the findings from 
the student-interviewees’ voices, will be drawn on to discuss whether the University 
has fulfilled its mission by providing sufficient support to facilitate students’ learning 
(9.4).
9.1 Support provided and suggested studying strategies
There is a general belief that distance learning students are supposed to leam 
independently. However, to meet the course demands in the starting stage of studying 
in the alternative way, novice students gaining support from the University is equally 
cmcial to employing sound study skills.
I see that it is a significant measure for a distance learning institution to provide 
support. In Hong Kong, there is a big gap in the human support provided in the 
distance learning mode in tertiary education and the intensive guidance in primary 
and secondary education. There is also a big gap between the study skill requirements
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of a tertiary education and the capabilities of learners who have gained a place in 
tertiary education through open entry. It could be imagined that the study demands 
would not be that huge if an institution had only one of distance learning mode or 
open entry policy. However, both exist in the Hong Kong context. The demands on 
Chinese distance learners in the learning context, because of these gaps, are terribly 
huge. It is not realistic to expect novice learners to be able to leam or to perform like 
independent learners in the first year of distance education. It is not realistic to expect 
these students to find ways to bridge the gap easily and quickly. Something must be 
done to bridge the gap. Otherwise, students who cannot manage the study will 
dropout. Evidence of this has been seen both in local and overseas contexts. A joint 
effort of the University and learners themselves could accelerate the progress of 
learning to be independent.
The University has a role, or a mission, to provide support to facilitate its learners. 
There is also a need for the University to strive for success in student-centered 
education and to be aware of the marketing of education. The students interviewed in 
this study were receivers who generally responded accordingly. However, they were 
also clients who had the right to opt out whenever they wished. Quality support 
provided should be sufficient to guide students through their learning, but not to 
encourage them to become reliant on tutors’ presentation or any forms of didactic 
instmction.
Other than understanding students’ views, voices from the University have to be 
heard to know what support services and facilities have been provided and the 
rationale for the actions. This would create potential to match needs and provisions
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between the two parties. In this section, information provided in the text and views 
given orally by two staff members will be presented to address the issue. First, basic 
information from selected documents will be presented to give readers an idea of 
what support and services are stated to be provided by the University. Then voices 
from two staff members will be presented to explain decisions made and actions 
taken in their work. It also allows the readers to have some grounds for justifying the 
responsibility to provide and use support and services.
Four relevant documents, two prospectuses with courses supplements (The Open 
University of Hong Kong, 1999, 2000a), the Student handbook (The Open University 
of Hong Kong, 2001b), the Study s/dlls for open learning (Murphy et al., 1997), and 
the Tutor orientation & training manual (The Open University of Hong Kong, 2000b) 
were analysed to address the issue of the University support services and facilities 
available. The selected information served as triangulating data to facilitate the 
findings from the student-interviewees, the interviews with the staff and the 
observations in the tutorials.
9.1.1 The University philosophy spelt out through documents 
The University has published a number of documents to communicate with the public 
and put in its information centre. Prospectuses, Student handbook, Study sldlls for  
open learning, leaflets or brochures of individual programmes, self-administration 
tests of language proficiency or pre-requisites of certain subjects are provided to the 
general public and students to help them to make decisions about whether to start 
study at the University. Students can also use this information to consider what 
courses to take. Starting from October 2001, new students received Learning OU
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style (The Open University of Hong Kong, 2001a), written in the form of course 
materials, as an orientation guide to their study at the University. A seasonal 
newsletter Openlink (OUHK Newsletter Editorial Committee, The Open University 
of Hong Kong, various years) includes information and news of the University. All 
except the Study sldlls for open learning are provided free of charge.
A learning material booklet for part-time tutors, Tutor orientation & training manual, 
written in the form of self-learning course materials, informs tutors of the mission and 
philosophy of the University and what support and services are provided to students/ 
tutees and how these can be used. It allows tutors to pass on the information to their 
tutees when needed.
In this report, the word “philosophy” means the collective value, vision, mission and 
the principles of the University which guided to offer the distance learning education 
and the support provided. To impart the University philosophy, it was put in text in 
various documents which the general public and students could access free of charge. 
The establishment of and the mission of the University, “Education for all” (The 
Open University of Hong Kong 1999, 2000a) was presented in detail in Chapter Two. 
The idea of adopting open learning was elaborated further in the introductory chapter 
of the Study skills for open learning (Yuen, 1997). It states that
[t]he learning system requires no entry qualifications for admission. It also 
means learning in a system whereby learners, for the large part of their 
time, study on their own, at a pace which suits them personally and in the 
place of their choice. Further to this, ‘openness’ includes the availability 
of a number of teaching media which suit the needs of individual learners, 
as well as the option for learners to decide their own learning objectives 
and how their learning outcomes are to be assessed. It is an open education
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system in which learners can make their own choices in most aspects of 
their studies.
Yuen, 1997, p 4-5.
9.1.2 Information on support services and facilities presented in documents 
To fulfil the mission, the University provides various support to its students who 
come from different backgrounds and academic achievements.
Documents available to staff and students
Prospectuses providing information of courses, offered for students to choose from, 
are available twice a year free of charge. The content pages for two sample 
prospectuses with courses supplements (The Open University of Hong Kong 1999, 
2000a), have been attached as Appendix I and Appendix J respectively. Students and 
potential students will possibly use the prospectus as their first reference for 
considering or choosing courses. The Student handbook (Content pages attached as 
Appendix K) was available to every student who successfully enrolled in at least one 
course. Addressing the students, the handbook states that
[i]t will provide you with the required information to guide your study in 
the University including how to progress towards an award, related 
policies and procedures, regulatory matters, and the various 
communication channels and the support services and facilities provided 
by the University.
The Open University of Hong Kong, 2001b, p 2.
The University also maintains a webpage to make announcements from time to time. 
Students are advised to access the University Student Intranet. It
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provides a number of online facilities such as enquiry about your 
personal and academic record, tutorial schedules, downloading of useful 
forms...
The Open University of Hong Kong, 2001b, p 2.
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As stated in the Student handbook in the form of addressing the students in person, 
the University would provide the following support services:
• provide various learning media
• maintain detailed records of your progress
• be responsible for appointing, training and monitoring your course tutor
• assist you by commenting on your progress at regular intervals through the 
tutor-marked assignment ( TMA) system
• organise tutorial sessions, surgeries, day schools, laboratory sessions and 
examinations
• provide study facilities for you to use
• build contacts with local organizations such as government and 
libraries to ensure that you get the maximum benefit from all facilities in Hong 
Kong.
The Open University of Hong Kong, 2001b, p 21.
The handbook further elaborates some of the support services. The University courses 
use various media including printed materials, television programmes and books (The 
Open University of Hong Kong, 2001b). It also gives more details about the tutorial 
system which most students would use. It also provides information about physical 
facilities (The Open University of Hong Kong, 2001b) including libraries (the 
University library and the electronic library), computing facilities and laboratories.
Study skills for open learning (Murphy et al., 1997) was written for students to 
prepare some study skills “that are necessary to succeed in an open-learning or
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distance education course” (Murphy et al., 1997, p iv): Students can purchase it for 
their own reference. In the book, the University practice and the design of courses and 
materials which are based on the open learning philosophy, key ideas which advise 
students about the demands they will face and the skills of how to leam in an open 
learning are presented. The six chapters are organised as follows: Introduction, 
Organising your study, The learning environment, Reading skills, Writing essays and 
reports, and Assessment -  trick or treats? (Content page was attached as Appendix 
M). Yuen (1997) states in the Introduction chapter, that
[t]he main aim of the OUHK is to make higher education available,
through distance education, to all Hong Kong adults (over the age of 18)
for their career development or personal enrichment.
The University firmly believes in the principles of open education, and has
developed its own practices according to this philosophy:
• That course materials will be designed to enable the creation of an 
effective learning environment;
• That courses should develop the students’ abilities to become 
independent learners and must also provide adequate support to allow 
that development to take place;
• That courses should be capable of adaptation by the independent 
learner to suit individual needs and circumstances by using a modular 
structure;
• That OUHK staff should facilitate the development of student 
autonomy rather than act as dispensers of knowledge; and
• That face-to-face interaction between tutors and students, and students 
and students will be arranged to overcome problems encountered 
during the study of course materials.
Yuen, 1997, p 8.
The University’s mission is put in the free, accessible documents while its philosophy 
of providing support is put in a book available for purchase.
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Reading through the information provided in the Student handbook (The Open 
University of Hong Kong, 2001b), it can be seen that the University has provided the 
basic mode of support modelled from the OU UK system. However, in the Study 
skills for open learning (Murphy et a l , 1997), it states some vague concepts on 
courses being designed to follow the principles of open education. It says that courses 
should develop students to become independent learners. To do so, the University has 
to provide adequate support to facilitate the development. Mismatches are identified 
and presented in Chapter Seven. One of the reasons was the western mode of support 
did not meet the needs for Chinese learners. The student-interviewees might not have 
developed into better independent learners after having taken courses for at least two 
years. This reflects, on one side, that it was the students’ employment of immature 
study skills. On the other side, it also reflects that the courses designed or offered by 
the University were not necessarily able to help to develop the students. In addition, 
both the motivated learners and dependent learners regarded that support as 
inadequate. Some of the student-interviewees still relied on their tutors to “act as 
dispensers of knowledge” (Yuen, 1997, p 8). As a result, the University’s practices 
have not been implemented and/or responded reciprocally with workable actions as 
expected.
Documents available to staff
Its audience limited to the new part-time tutors, the Tutor orientation & training 
manual (The Open University of Hong Kong, 2000b) gives new tutors an experience 
of using distance learning materials and attending tutorials. It was assumed that they 
would then have a clearer idea of what the students need and how to provide support. 
Information includes: An introduction to distance learning, Tutor’s roles, Face-to-face
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sessions, Commenting and marking assignment, Examination preparation, 
Computer-marked assignments and Tool kit (Contents pages of which have been 
attached in Appendix N). New tutors were also provided a videotape that illustrated 
tutoring skills in conducting face-to-face sessions and telephone tutoring. They also 
had a separate set of documents which gave information of the school/centre that they 
belonged to.
Informing the new tutors in the Introduction of the manual,
[t]he design of this material mirrors the design of all our course materials, 
so you will have the added advantage of experiencing what it is like to use 
OUHK self-study materials.
The Open University of Hong Kong, 2000b, p 1.
It is also stated in the training materials that new tutors would be
invited to attend some face-to-face workshops or meetings. The intention 
is that, on completing this course, you will have experienced what it is like 
to be a distance learning student with the OUHK and so you will be able 
to draw on this experience as you support your students.
The Open University of Hong Kong, 2000b, p 1.
It was hoped that tutors would have an understanding of tutees’ problems or 
situations. Tutors could draw on their first-person distance learning experiences and 
insights to give advice and provide appropriate support that tutees would find useful.
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Presented in the manual, the University reminds the tutors of their importance by 
stating that
[t]here are at least two ‘ingredients’ that help to ensure that students 
receive good quality education through the distance mode. The first of 
these is high quality course materials. At the OUHK, each course has a 
team of experts looking after the development of its materials and course 
materials have to pass through a rigorous approval system before they are 
published and presented to students. The second ingredient is you, the 
tutor, you are the ‘face’ of the institute; you are the personal touch that 
gives your students academic support for their studies, through 
face-to-face sessions, assignment marking and telephone tutoring.
The Open University of Hong Kong, 2000b, Unit 2, p 2.
The manual continues to state that the tutors have to perform some administrative 
duties to ensure the smooth running of the courses.
In the manual, the design of the first ingredient, course materials, was described and it 
was explained how these help students to leam and become independent learners. In 
Unit 1, it states that
[w]ell written distance learning materials both stimulate the student[s]
(just like a good lecturer), and at the same time offer students the 
opportunity to reflect on new ideas or concepts.
The Open University of Hong Kong, 2000b, Unit 1, p 5.
The statement continues.
The materials provide simulated conversation in two ways. Firstly, the 
provision of interactive activities in the materials encourage an internal 
conversation in learners when they work through the text. Secondly, the 
materials are written in a conversational style so that learners will feel that 
the author is talking to them.
The Open University of Hong Kong, 2000b, Unit 1, p 5.
Understanding and Practice o f Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f Hong Kong
Support Provided by the University
317
The main duties of the second ingredient, the tutor, are outlined in Unit 2.
You will be expected to support your students in three ways: you will run 
face-to-face sessions when you will meet your students; you will mark and 
comment on their assignments, which will count towards their final course 
mark; and you will be available on the telephone to support your students 
as they study.
The Open University of Hong Kong, 2000b, Unit 2, p 3.
In addition, tutors of courses that have online components have to provide online 
support through “Discussion Board or Newsgroup, Email, and Chat”. These 
requirements are included in the Tutor orientation & training supplement (The Open 
University of Hong Kong, July 2001c, p 3). They also might have to undertake one or 
more of the following tasks:
a. Lead discussions and answer questions raised in the online Discussion 
Board / newsgroup ...
b. Organise online tutorials ...
c. Handle Tutor-marked Assignments online ...
The Open University of Hong Kong, July 2001c, p 4.
Learning activities are suggested in Unit 3, pp 4-8 (The Open University of Hong 
Kong, 2000b), including questions and answers, working through specified activities 
and tasks, group work, open discussions, debates, presentations by students, case 
studies, games, simulations and role play, audio-visual presentations, presentations by 
tutors and demonstrations and hands-on practice. The tutors are also reminded that
the type and quantity of activities you choose for a tutorial session will 
depend on a number of factors, including the learning objectives for the 
session, nature of the subject and the needs of the students.
The Open University of Hong Kong, 2000b, Unit 3, p 4.
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And the tutors should choose different activities for different tasks.
Depending on the nature of the activities and tasks, different strategies 
should be employed. Some tasks -  such as some mathematical problems 
or computer skills -  will require you to demonstrate how to break down 
the tasks and solve them through steps.
The Open University of Hong Kong, 2000b, Unit 3, p 5.
The time allocation for an appropriate approach is also suggested for the tutors’ 
reference. Stated in Unit 3,
A better approach is what is referred to as the ‘sandwich approach’. Using 
this tactic, you would begin your tutorial with a short introduction on the 
main theme of the tutorial... to start a tutorial with some 
thought-provoking questions developed from the contents of a Study 
Unit... usually, ten minutes will be adequate. This could then be followed 
by a series of learning activities... It is important that each activity be 
preceded with and followed by your input -  i.e. the tutorial should be 
interactive, with your input interspersed with student input.
Lastly, at least five minutes should be left for you to make a summary or 
draw a conclusion. What you can do here is try to draw together 
everyone’s work and make valid teaching points that not only reflect on 
the theme stated at the beginning of the tutorial, but also what the students 
have raised in discussion.
The Open University of Hong Kong, 2000b, Unit 3, p 12.
It is pointed out in the manual as well that it had been found that tutors were pressed 
by students to lecture. Tutors are then suggested to remember that they should be 
taking the role of facilitators to support student-centred tutorials. Content pages on 
tutors’ roles (Unit 2) and tutoring skills in face-to-face sessions (Unit 3) are attached 
as Appendix O and Appendix P respectively.
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Through printed materials, the University has stated its mission, and described the 
support services and facilities that are provided both in academic and administrative 
aspects to its students. Tutors are informed about what support should be provided to 
facilitate students’ active learning and how they should go about providing it. Tutors 
can use a ‘sandwich approach’ in conducting interactive tutorials with various 
learning activities which will depend on the nature of courses and the needs of 
students. A ‘sandwich approach’ tutorial should be started with a short presentation 
by the tutor. Then learning activities could be conducted. At the end of the session, 
the tutor drew a conclusion to round up.
The training programme described in the Tutor orientation & training supplement 
(The Open University of Hong Kong, July 2001c) might not be able to train tutors to 
“facilitate the development of student autonomy” (Murphy et al., 1997). The 
face-to-face interaction between tutors-students and students-students was not helpful 
for students to overcome problems (Murphy et a l, 1997). Evidence has been 
discussed in previous chapters. The foundational problem might be due to the fact 
that the training for support was based on the western mode of support. In the 
previous section, it was discussed that the practices of the University have not been 
implemented with concrete actions properly. Accordingly, the training of tutors 
would not be able to meet the student-interviewees’ needs.
In short, the documents present the University’s mission and expectations to its 
students and tutors. The mismatches identified in previous chapters reflect that the 
mission has not been implemented with effective practices.
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9.1.3 Voices from the interviewed staff
To obtain a full picture of the OUHK students’ experiences, it is important to 
understand how the staff view their students, their needs, performance and use of 
support and services, and problems faced by the University. It is important to know 
the University philosophy, as it affects the types of support services and facilities 
provided. Data collection from this source also allowed a comparison between the 
students’ and the University’s perspectives within the shared educational context. To 
achieve this goal, a senior administration staff member, Roger, and a part-time tutor, 
Trudy, were interviewed in this study. Guiding interview questions have been 
attached as Appendix E and Appendix F.
The University provides both academic and administrative support. In the interviews, 
the discussion focused on the provision of academic support and services. They 
shared what they had observed about the students. They suggested some strategies 
that they offered to the students to help learning. At the end, they described the 
problems that they met in helping their students.
Philosophy o f the University
Roger explained the philosophy of the University and how they convey the view to 
the students through the design of learning materials and provision of supplementary 
support services and facilities.
Of course, we want them to get a degree, and we want them to leam how 
to be active learners, so that they don’t continue with the habits that they 
learned in school. [Roger]
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That is, the University expects the students to become active learners, rather than to 
become dependent learners or just to aim at getting a degree or a qualification.
Design o f course materials
In order to help the students to fulfill its philosophy, the University emphasises the 
importance of developing and designing course materials.
One of our philosophies here is that a student should be able to succeed 
from the course materials alone. We concentrate the majority of our 
resources in the creation of materials. That’s the most expensive thing we 
do. We believe that the course materials are of good quality, very high 
quality. It is very expensive. [Roger]
The following rationale was given as follows.
We don’t want to disadvantage students who cannot attend tutorials, who 
don’t have a computer, who can’t watch TV programmes, etc. If students 
need to use these supports but they are not available, that would be far 
from our philosophy. [Roger]
The course resources have an alternative design which is quite different from 
traditional course materials used in face-to-face courses.
We try to allow the students to learn. We put the assignments and self tests 
all through the course materials, so they continuously need to check what 
they have learned. And that’s the teaching method of distance learning. 
[Roger]
The course materials were prepared by teams of people with various experiences and 
skills.
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The people who create the study units, the course materials, are not just 
the subject specialists. We also have each study unit created by a team.
One member is the developer, the person who is writing it. He/She is 
usually hired from outside. But other than the developer, we have the 
course designer, and the editor. Our course materials are not simply 
textbooks. They have activities all the way through them. That’s the way 
we try to encourage our students to be more active learners. I hope that, in 
the higher level courses, the students will get used to our methods. [Roger]
Usually, in a 5-credit value course, students have to finish four TMAs, and in 
10-credit courses they will be asked to do six or more. Roger held the view that doing 
TMAs was a kind of support to help learning.
The students also get, with us, something they would not get from 
conventional universities, a lot more assignments. If you are taking a 
course in a conventional university, you may do one assignment per 
semester. With us you do more. [Roger]
Roger explained how doing more TMAs could help students to become active 
learners.
... so that they are not reading the course materials and doing 
examinations only. Three or more times, they get a recall, to analyse, read 
focused materials and are required to answer questions. The TMAs 
represent 50% of the final mark. So that’s how we force them to be active 
learners, so they do not simply listen to lectures and go away, and come 
back to take the examination. They do assignments all the time. And that’s 
compulsory with us. And all the courses are like that. [Roger]
Supplementary support
When students have collected the course materials, they will usually start doing their 
reading. They will also use support to learn. Tutors will provide additional support
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through face-to-face tutorials, telephone tutoring, e-tutoring and marking TMAs. 
Trudy described her main role.
From the very first day, I had made myself very clear that I would not 
give lectures. If they wanted to compare me with other tutors, I could not 
stop them. [Trudy]
Trudy employed different learning activities in her tutorial sessions. As reported by 
the student-interviewees and confirmed through my observation of the tutorial 
sessions, Trudy would initially give a rundown of the current tutorial session, and 
remind the students of the focus of the coming tutorial session on the blackboard. She 
would then start with a short presentation on the key concepts, particularly those she 
regarded as difficult for the tutees. She would conduct whole-class discussion, 
arrange small-group discussion and report-back activities. In other words, she used ‘a 
sandwich approach’, as suggested in the tutor’s training manual, in conducting the 
tutorials. When it was two weeks before the deadline of handing in TMAs, she would 
discuss the guidelines and remind tutees about the important points. She would give 
advice on dealing with assignments. After she had marked the assignments, she 
would discuss with the tutees how to tackle the questions better, and remind them 
what should be done in the examinations.
As Trudy implemented different learning activities, the student-interviewees 
expressed that they enjoyed attending her tutorials. Trudy said,
I dealt with the topics directly. I tried not to bore them. I have tried my 
best to put it as concretely as possible for the requirements. [Trudy]
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Trudy encouraged tutees to ask questions. She said that she would praise them if they 
had good questions. Trudy praised Bertha for asking a question which helped other 
tutees to tackle an assignment. I observed that Trudy explained in detail. She would 
praise her tutees’ performances by putting comments on their assignments.
Roger also informed that, starting in the semester of October 2001, Learning OU style 
(The Open University of Hong Kong, 2001a) would be given to new students in 
addition to what had been available previously. Furthermore, he expressed that the 
University might consider to allocate more resources to provide online support if 
students found it more useful than telephone tutoring.
Another support that Roger regarded as useful to help students learn better in the
distance learning mode was the students themselves. If students faced problems in
dealing with their study, which created some stress, they could and should get some 
support from their peers.
Quite the best resource is our students, their peers. [Roger]
When being asked about any support provided with stress or psychological 
counseling, Roger said that the University might refer a case when there was really a 
need.
That’s not something we provide, not something we provide very much.
We might call up other resources like the Social Welfare Department 
when there is a need. We arrange. If we get a student, say with a
psychological problem, we refer the case to the regular Government
department that provides services rather than trying directly ourselves. So
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we’ve got social workers, a psychiatrist, a psychologist in a hospital and 
the Student Affairs Office to look after the University students. [Roger]
Observations o f students in general
Roger and Trudy shared their observations, particularly related to students’ study 
skills and demands. They found that most students were not attempting to or capable 
of becoming independent learners.
Roger described what he observed in general. He found that students preferred to 
have more tutorials and to be told what to do by their tutors. They might not make 
very much use of facilities that could also help them to leam.
The first observation was that students wanted more tutorials, in which tutors would 
tell them more of the course content.
My impression of what most of our students asked is more tutorials, more 
time with the tutor. That’s the thing they ask for the most... And they 
press the tutors for “You tell us, tell us, tell us the answers, give us the 
materials... ”. [Roger]
The second observation was that they did not use other kinds of support a lot. For 
example, students might not use the telephone tutoring support sufficiently or 
appropriately. As the student-interviewees had said, it might be not easy to have 
mutual timing between the tutors and the tutees. Even when students called, many of 
them did not focus on questions about learning the contents.
Students don’t call the tutor with a question, but call for assignment 
extensions. For distance learning, it is all about time. So when you try to
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make a telephone call, you need two people available at the same time. 
[Roger]
Students might not have been using the University library and the online e-library 
many times. Television programmes were not provided for all courses.
For some students, it is difficult for them to come to the campus. So the 
physical library is not as convenient as a regular university. If you come to 
the campus every day, you can go to the library. The electronic library, 
emm, we measure the number of heads. We have many, many heads, I 
don’t know. But my impression is that the library is utilised to read past 
examination papers. Students may not necessarily look up a book. So what 
other resources have been used? We know that they watch television 
programmes, popular, but they don’t exist in every course. [Roger]
Students had been using the administrative services relatively more than the library. 
Roger said that they received many calls from students asking different things.
We get a lot of calls. We get millions of calls a year. Most are from 
students, and they ask, all sorts of things, like about advanced standing, 
examination details. [Roger]
As a tutor, Trudy met students at the front line. She observed problems they faced and 
their performances in the course that she was responsible for. She understood that 
students had to face the problem of not having sufficient time as they all had full-time 
jobs. She admired the students who kept studying in the distance learning mode.
It is not easy to study in distance education. For me, I would not be able to 
do so. It requires so much discipline and time. I would not be able to make 
it. So in a way, I admire them very much. Their determination is veiy 
strong. [Trudy]
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She observed that some students did not have the ability to study in the learning mode 
or taking certain courses. Some students would take courses in a silly manner without 
understanding their ability. Some new students would take two or three courses right 
at the beginning of studying. They might just drop courses when they found that they 
could not catch up. In the business communication course, some students might not 
be equipped with sufficient language competence. They might not be able to perform 
well even if they have the determination. She realised that most students did not 
assess their English standard initially by finishing the self-administrated English 
proficiency test provided by the University as a reference to make decisions.
In fact, generally speaking, the English standard of Hong Kong students 
has become lower. They have to decide how much to do to bridge the gap 
of the English requirements and their standard. There are some English 
courses like English foundation courses, but these were not allocated in 
the course list of [the related degree programme]. If the course is not a 
mandatory course, not many people will study it. hi addition, not many 
students know clearly how weak their English ability is. Their writing 
skills are quite weak. [Trudy]
Worse was that some students came to the tutorials expecting the tutors to give a 
mini-lecture, which was not the case. If the students did not have a clear idea of the 
distance learning practice, their ability to study in English and the requirements of the 
course, their performance might not be satisfying. Trudy said that it was not easy to 
study the course although it was a foundation course of 5-credit value. The students 
did not know the expectations and requirements of the course.
Firstly, they did not write clearly. I had to guess what they wanted to say. 
Frankly speaking, I had to guess. They could not even put in correct 
grammar. Secondly, they were not able to make use of relevant 
information to discuss and analyse. The TMAs usually asked for the
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application of concepts and definitions. Only copying from textbooks or 
course materials would not be enough. However, I could tell that many of 
them had no experience to handle assignments requiring a case study or an 
analysis. [Trudy]
Trudy described the performance of the tutorial groups that my student-interviewees 
were from in a bit detail. She acknowledged the rates of attendance and handing in 
assignments. Both rates were the highest since she took up the role. The students also 
participated relatively a lot in tutorial sessions. However, plenty of the students did 
not perform well enough due to various reasons.
This year, many students of the business communication course took it as 
their first courses. They might not have expected that the course was like 
that. They had to write in a totally different way from their past 
experiences. It also depended on whether they had relevant working 
experiences. In addition, the course was taught in English. They might 
have had some language problems as well. The concepts themselves were 
quite difficult. Some students would not be able to make it no matter how 
hardworking they were... Some students even might not have enough 
ability to study at the post-secondary level. They performed like secondary 
school pupils. They answered the questions that had been discussed or 
presented in class... [Trudy]
Trudy would like to help them as much as possible, so she discussed the difficult 
parts of the theory and suggested to the tutees to tackle another part which was 
relatively easier. At the end, nearly half of the students failed in the assignment.
I told them the concept was very difficult. I did cover [the difficult concept] 
when dealing with other theories. Most students who attempted that part 
failed. After returning the assignments I asked some students why they 
still tackled that part. They told me that I had covered that part in the 
tutorial in quite a lot of detail. Some students might think that once the
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tutor had covered that part, they would be able to understand. So they 
thought they were able to handle it. [Trudy]
Trudy criticised their performance.
It showed that they did not study all the relevant topics. They just covered 
what I had mentioned in class, then they ignored other parts. They would 
not tackle the parts because they had not covered those parts by 
themselves. They had not thought over the course materials. If they had 
studied all the topics, they would have been able to tell which parts were 
relatively easier. It reflected how much effort and work they had put into 
their study. [Trudy]
The staff members observed how students had been using the support. The findings 
reported in previous chapters proved that their observations were valid. The 
observations illustrated that the support from the University and the tutors’ support to 
help new distance learners was crucial. Problems then occurred when the staff 
observed the students’ studying styles and using support but the University insisted 
on providing the same support without any modification or rethinking.
Suggestions and advice to the students
Apart from providing practical support and services to the students, Trudy gave some 
advice to them which would be useful to the potential students as well.
Firstly, the students should be well prepared for studying at a distance, both 
psychologically and practically. Trudy raised four points to advise students to be 
prepared for starting a study in the distance learning mode.
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I think the first thing is their determination. Once they started their study, 
they have to be very determined, very strong. The second thing is that they 
can have no social life. Most of their time has to be contributed to study.
The third thing is that they should find a way to brush up their English 
standards.
[The fourth thing is that,] I think they should not be that ambitious. I know 
that some of them take three courses. They underestimate the difficulties 
or the requirements of the study. I think they have unrealistic expectations.
They will drop out once they can’t manage. It will only increase the 
dropout rate... I would suggest that they take one or two courses as a trial 
to test if they can manage. Then they can take a few courses if they can 
manage well. [Trudy]
Secondly, they should take up their responsibility to prepare for attending tutorials.
Only hardworking is not enough. It also depends if they have previewed or 
prepared for tutorials. Some students came without preparation. They 
expected that tutorials would be mini-lectures in which they could follow 
tutors’ instructions. I think this is not the case. You know, there are only 
two hours in a tutorial. Not much can be covered in that limited time. I 
tried my best to do what I could. Preparing for tutorials is the students’ 
responsibility. If they do not practise, I have no way to force them. [Trudy]
Thirdly, they should use the University support appropriately.
They should learn to set a study schedule and develop note-taking habits.
They should not expect tutors to be on standby for twenty-four hours for 
them to ask questions. They should learn to take notes or mark questions 
to ask during the scheduled telephone tutoring hours or in tutorials. I 
would be very willing to answer their questions. They should be mature 
enough to jot down what has to be asked. [Trudy]
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As Trudy observed some mismatches between the providing and using of support, she 
made a remark.
I would say that they did not utilise the support fully. I would also say that 
they are not faithful to themselves as well. If they have paid full effort, 
they should save the questions and ask. For me, I will definitely ask. I 
would also reserve some time in the tutorials for them to ask questions, for 
sure. [Trudy]
Based 011 his observation, Roger gave some advice as well. He suggested that 
students should be more engaged in their study and in communicating with peer 
students either face-to-face or going online, and in using the facilities.
Although the University had tried, there were some students who had not made good 
use of the support. This was one of the problems that the University had to face. 
Evidence of this has been seen in previous chapters.
Difficulties faced by the University
Not only did students face study demands and difficulties, the University itself also 
faced some difficulties in supporting students’ learning. The two main sources of 
difficulties were financial problems and students’ immature performances in learning 
in a distance. The University itself does not receive any financial support from the 
Government as do the other universities in Hong Kong. It has to maintain a 
comparatively higher tuition fee than other universities. This might decrease its 
competitiveness in recruiting students.
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The University has to face problems arising from having learners who are dependent 
and not very active. When students face difficulties, some will drop-out. As reported 
by Roger, for example, many students did drop-out from a foundation mathematics 
course when they could not handle the TMA1. One possible explanation was that 
students might not understand distance learning well enough and how it works. 
Evidence of this has been shown in this study. Another reason for students not 
handing in assignments on time might be that they do not have enough time to 
complete them. A lesson can be learned from Jason, who suddenly became 
excessively busy at work. He did not hand in the first assignment and dropped the 
course. Some other students might not have sufficient study skills to handle them. 
Roger’s comment matched with what Trudy observed about her students.
We are open admission. Students might not be capable intellectually of 
handling degree level studies in the way of distance learning. They might 
think it was easier than in fact it was. But it is tough. It is demanding.
They fell behind very early. They missed the deadline for TMA1. They 
never caught up. They never got that back. It’s a shame... They were so 
depressed and discouraged that they gave up. They spent a lot of money 
but did not obtain any benefit. [Roger]
Roger regarded that the students did not study independently because of the drawback 
of the education system which the students had experienced in their primary and 
secondary school education. He said that it was
a problem, not only in Hong Kong, but many parts of the world, that 
everything is given to the students, they do not have to go out and look. 
[Roger]
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So the University faced the problem of a high dropout rate because there was quite a 
number of inactive learners. They did not engage in their study a lot. They had no 
peer learning and they did not have sufficient study skills to deal with the study. 
However, it was quite difficult to change the students’ perceptions and practices. 
They might not know how to make a change.
Here again a mismatch has been identified. On one hand, the University had already 
known that many students were not independent students due to their previous 
education practices. On the other hand, the University continued to offer an education 
mode which required independent students. The problem worsened when the 
University support did not fit the students’ needs or could not develop them to 
become independent students. The University had an additional problem because it 
was difficult for to evaluate the real situation of dropouts. Roger found out that those 
students were not easy to contact. They might not tell the truth. A common reason for 
dropping out was that they were too busy.
Viewing from the tutor’s role, Trudy found that some practices of the University 
might create hindrance to students before they can learn to be active learners. It could 
be that these practice contribute to a certain dropout rate in some courses.
A problem is that there is no proper chamiel to evaluate the standard of the 
applicants, if they have the ability or not. There are no bridging courses or 
programmes as well. So some students just took courses in a silly manner.
Some weak students will dropout when they realise that they cannot catch 
up eventually... There is no streaming tasks for checking students’ ability 
which would allow the University to allocate the students into different 
groups. I think this is important. [Trudy]
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To sum up this section, voices heard from the University can be concluded as 
follows.
1. As stated in documents and presented by the staff, the University provides 
support services and facilities based on their philosophy of providing 
education to all in the distance learning mode.
2. Quality course materials is the most important support. Tutors, the ‘face’ of 
the University, are crucial as a supplementary support in helping the 
University to achieve its mission.
3. The University is open to students from different backgrounds and with 
different expectations. Some of the students interviewed in this study were 
not independent learners. Some seemed not to be learning to be independent. 
Some did not understand the learning mode well enough. They might think it 
was easier than in fact it was. Some might not have had the ability to study in 
a distance mode or to cope with certain courses.
4. The University seems to have been facing a disadvantaged financial situation 
but it also faces demands from students.
5. Some tutors might face some difficulties in dealing with students of different 
abilities and experiences in a tutorial group.
6. Tutors might provide support to tutees as much as possible, but sometimes 
they cannot help as some students are not suitable to study at a distance.
7. Advice and suggestions were given by the staff members to the students in 
the interviews. However, there were varied outcomes of whether the students 
would accept and follow the suggestions to deal with their study.
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When drawing together the findings presented in Chapter Seven and Eight, and the 
findings from the University documents and the voices from the staff, it is obvious 
that there were mismatches of views and practices between the students’ needs, use of 
support and the provision of support by the University.
After listening to the voices of the staff, it was discovered that the mission of the 
University had not been well transmitted to the students and followed up with the 
current support offered. The staff had a good knowledge of the University’s mission 
and they had a common goal to achieve. However, the practices of the University 
were not good enough to achieve the mission. There were mismatches between the 
statements in the documents that were analysed and the actions that had taken which 
were reported by the interviewed staff. The principles stated in the Study skills for  
open learning (Murphy et al., 1997) did not appear to have been implemented with 
concrete actions that matched the students’ needs. Doing many more assignments is 
not necessarily going to help students to reflect or leam better study skills in order to 
become independent learners as imagined. Offering tutorials instead of giving 
lectures might not help students to solve problems. It quite depends on how the tutors 
conduct tutorials. As expressed by the student-interviewees, not many tutors ran 
tutorials using a ‘sandwich approach’ (The Open University of Hong Kong, 2000b) as 
explained by the senior staff in the interview. In this case, it can be argued that the 
mission might become a slogan, or a dream that was not practical enough to support 
the students.
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9.1.4 A discussion on where the mismatches were
When making cross references between the findings from the student-interviewees 
and the University, there was a big mismatch of philosophy found between the two 
parties: the philosophy of the University providing the education aimed at developing 
its students into independent distance learners while none of the student-interviewees 
took this concept as their main aim of studying. Students did not use support as 
appropriately as the University assumed. They would use their own ways to make the 
best out of it according to their own needs. That is, mismatches were also found 
between the student-interviewees’ practices of receiving distance education and the 
University’s practice of providing it.
It seems that there were mismatches between the University’s mission and its practice. 
The mission states that the University will help students to become independent 
learners. The standardised support, in terms of the types of support provided, seemed 
to have been insufficient for students who were relatively more dependent, needed to 
study in groups, or did not have sufficient study skills or abilities to study at a 
distance independently. A diversified tutor support in terms of different tutors’ styles, 
which will be discussed later in this chapter, could not match students with different 
learning styles. It could not help some students to achieve an independent learning 
style with the available support. The University has been following Confucius’ motto 
of ‘Education for AH’. However, it seems that it had not addressed the strategy of 
teaching according to individual differences. It seems that it had not provided enough 
scaffolding on the students’ continuum of zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 
1978) to meet students’ needs from their perspectives (Rickwood and Goodwin, 
2000). That is, the University seems to have not been helping students of different
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learning styles to move towards the right ends of the dimensions of adaptation 
concluded in Chapter Five. The University might have to do something more in order 
to facilitate different distance learners’ needs (Kishore, 1998).
9.1.5 A discussion about why there were mismatches
It is argued here that the fundamental source of mismatches was the University’s 
decision to provide distance education with open entry and use English materials for 
dependent Chinese learners with relatively weak English standards.
Cited by Kelly and Kember, 1992, The report o f the Advisory Committee on 
Diversification prepared in 1979, stated that “an open education center, sponsored by 
Government with the aim of fulfilling adult education needs, was put forward as a 
recommendation” (Kelly and Kember, 1992, p 91). After several years of discussion, 
the open learning centre turned into a self-financed tertiary institution. In order to 
save money, the OLIHK then decided to adapt ready-made materials from overseas 
institutions, the OU UK particularly. Both decisions brought about the consequences 
of the mismatches identified in this study, and a low graduation rate when compared 
to the enrolment. It hindered Hong Kong Chinese learners’ in learning and gaining 
qualifications. It also hindered their learning achievements because those students
needing the open entry had to study in English further.
Furthermore, it appears that there are three main factors accounting for the
mismatches between the University philosophy and the students’ philosophy. First, 
the University might not have conveyed clearly the message of developing 
independent learners, thinkers and problem-solvers to the public through the
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accessible media. The message was stated in the tutor training document which the 
public and the students would not be able to access normally. Through the 
multi-media, the University usually shows the positive sides of the study life. The 
requirements regarding study skills and life demands are mentioned but with an 
optimistic or ‘easy to overcome’ impression. Some potential students might not be 
able to figure out the potential difficulties with reference to their own abilities.
Second, the University seems to have some assumptions about students’ philosophy 
or readiness to study at a distance once they have decided to become involved in 
study. Both of the staff members interviewed recognised that their students were not 
studying as independent learners. However, the University had not had sufficient 
mechanisms for developing its students. The University continued its practices on 
how to provide a mode of support that required the students to do independent 
learning. It might assume that students would have understood the distance learning 
clearly or at least have an idea of its demands. However, as reported by the 
student-interviewees, they and plenty of their course mates were not well prepared, 
which reflected that they did not have a thorough understanding of the mission and 
the demands. In this case, it seemed that the students were placed in a vacuum 
(Mezirow, 1991).
Third, the University might have assumed that students would bear responsibility, and 
would have some relevant study skills although not necessarily at a competent level. 
It might have assumed that its students could stand alone with the existing support. In 
fact, it was reflected that the students did not create a meaningful understanding or 
behave correspondingly to bear the responsibility in their own study. The University
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might have assumed that the students could acquire appropriate study skills gradually 
after they had started the study. However, the course materials design and 
assignments required the students to use the relevant study skills once they started the 
study. Students would have no time to learn, but needed to perform right from the 
start. There was no time for “a progression from dependency to self-direction” (Grow, 
1991, p 126).
9.1.6 Sub-summary
The University has been providing support according to its mission for developing 
independent learners. The support mode is similar to that of the OU UK. However, as 
was learned from Chapter Seven, the student-interviewees seemed to need more 
support than was provided or had not made good use of it when they first joined the 
distance mode of learning. In short, there was a lack of mutual understanding between 
the University and the students of their views of the distance learning mode. In 
addition, a standardised mode of delivery could not meet the diversified needs of 
people from different walks of life.
9.2 Observation to students-tutors interaction
This section consists of first-person field observations conducted to serve as 
triangulation of the interview data. Relevant interview and telephone discussion data, 
collected after the observations, have been incorporated when necessary to illustrate 
the pictures seen.
The field observations included two rounds of tutorial visits. The first round was six 
tutorials of the business communication course visited in late 1999, aiming at looking
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for potential research subjects for this study. The second round of tutorial visits was 
made to seven student-interviewees between October 2000 and May 2001 with their 
consent. The findings indeed confirmed what the student-interviewees had presented, 
particularly on their interactions with their tutors.
9.2.1 Observing the business communication course tutorials 
Between November and December 1999, six tutorials of the business communication 
course conducted by Trudy on three different days were observed. It was observed 
that some tutees arrived at the venue early. They sat in the classroom quietly. Only a 
few pairs chatted. Tutorials started on time. Attendance was steady as similar faces 
were recognised on the second and third day. During the visits, field notes were jotted 
down, including the activities done and tutees’ responses. The general sequences of 
tutorial activities and tutees’ responses are summarised as follows.
Understanding and Practice o f Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f Hong Kong
Support Provided by the University
341
Table 9.1: Summary of observation to the business communication course tutorials.
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Tutor’s activities performed Tutees’ responses
Wrote the agenda/ activities/ issues to be 
addressed in the tutorial on the 
blackboard.
Copied information from the board.
Presented main points of the units to be 
covered, whole class discussion of issues 
raised in the course materials, put notes on 
board when necessary.
Copied notes, students nominated gave 
responses, other students listened quietly, 
some dropped down their heads when the 
tutor asked questions.
Instructed learning activities (usually 
group activities).
Worked in groups, reported by a 
representative.
Reminded main points for the TMA to be 
handed in
Some asked questions how to deal with it, 
clarified for tackling it, e.g. what is a plain 
paper.
Commented on the previous TMA Listened attentively, laughed (seemed 
teasing oneself) when points reflected 
weaknesses or mistakes made on TMA.
Invited questions. Normally kept quiet.
Reminded students of logistics of handing 
in TMA: deadline of TMA, sent in with 
notice card.
Jotted reminders.
Ended the tutorial by saying “Next 
tutorials...” or “Good-bye.” , or “See you 
next time.”
Tutees left quietly.
After the observation, twelve students were successfully contacted to become the 
student-interviewees in this study. One student was not contactable after some time. 
Details of the views of eleven student-interviewees were integrated to the findings of 
Chapters Six, Seven and Eight. Presented here is a summary of their views and 
experiences.
In the first in-depth interview, the students explained why they attended the optional 
tutorials and described their performance in class. The student-interviewees attended
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tutorials for a combination of various reasons which, indeed, were their main 
concerns. When they found that what they had expected could be fulfilled, they 
would continue to attend. The relevant findings were reported earlier. The degree of 
participation of the student-interviewees varied for two main reasons: the tutors’ 
initiation of instmctions and tutees’ preferences, ability and the willingness to respond 
to the initiations.
Impacts were identified through analysing the two-way communication. After visiting 
a few tutorial sessions, it was observed that
1. tutees enjoyed the group learning activities as they could share others’ views,
2. the tutees’ responses suggested to Trudy to provide appropriate support,
3. the tutor’s quality work became a drive to some inactive students,
4. the attendance rate of the groups was steady.
Sub-Summary
The student-interviewees attended tutorials for different reasons and goals to be 
achieved. They described how they performed and participated in the learning 
activities. They gave reasons why they behaved in certain ways. As reported earlier, 
the student-interviewees gave positive comments about Trudy’s tutorials. They liked 
the tutor’s style and were satisfied with her performance. It seems that this style 
matched the Chinese novice distance learners’ expectations and needs. In the next 
section, more tutors and the tutees’ interaction will be reported. The observation data 
and the contents of telephone discussions reflect that there were different styles of 
conducting tutorials.
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9.2.2 Observing arranged tutorials
This section reports on what was observed and reported by the student-interviewees 
in seven tutorials between the two in-depth interviews. Each tutorial observed can 
reflect the real practice of the tutor in the tutorial. It is worthwhile to present a bit 
more detail of the tutorials observed. It is believed that readers can gain a clearer 
picture of the operation of tutorials by various tutors. It needs to be made clear, the 
seven tutorials observed cannot represent all tutors’ and tutees’ practices.
Individual reports on each of the observed tutorials have been presented. The decision 
to do this was based on the following considerations as it was inappropriate to 
simplify the rich and complex contexts into an overall presentation or a matrix. First, 
there were different types of courses observed. Each tutorial had a different focus of 
course materials or issues to be covered. Second, the tutors had demonstrated various 
styles in conducting tutorials. Each tutorial was a unique presentation of the tutor’s 
practice. It was worthwhile to illustrate the presentation and the responses from the 
tutees. This reflects the support that tutees received in the tutorials. It illustrates what 
tutorial styles were welcomed. Third, more detailed information put forward in this 
observation section could provide a richer context for the University to review the 
provisions and use of support in tutorials and to consider if any follow-up is needed. 
Last, the information allowed the University and readers to make comparisons with 
observed tutors’ practices and the instructions stated in the Tutor orientation & 
training manual (The Open University of Hong Kong, 2000b). It is important to the 
University to know if the philosophy being preached is actually being put into 
practice, and whether the requirements of its tutors are being followed. Other than 
reading the course materials, attending tutorials was the main activity for tutees to get
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support for their distance learning. The University policy makers and the course 
co-ordinators should have the right and responsibility to get a closer look at what had 
happened outside the office door.
In total, there were seven tutorials visited. Six student-interviewees were visited 
between October and December 2000, and one was visited in May 2001. It was 
observed that different tutors employed different styles in conducting tutorials. After 
each visit, a telephone discussion or a face-to-face discussion was held in which the 
student-interviewee gave comments on the tutor. Information about the arrangements 
is summed up as follows.
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Table 9.2: Information about tutorials observed.
Date Student-interviewee visited Course
October 2000 Ian computing
October 2000 Stella computing and 
management
October -  December 2000 Angela, Bertha, Wayne management
November 2000 Esther economics
May 2001 Hugo management
Each tutorial observation report is presented in three parts. First, it is a general 
description of the tutorial context and the attendance. Then there is a description of 
the tutor’s and tutees’ interactions in the teaching and learning process put 
side-by-side in a table form for easy reading. Related observed information of the 
learning contexts has been included where appropriate. The last part was a comment 
from the student-interviewee on the tutorial. An observation summary is given after 
presenting tutorials of the two management courses (Cases One -  Four), an 
economics course (Case Five) and two computing courses (Cases Six and Seven).
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Tutors’ are renamed for anonymity. The names put in brackets represent different 
tutoring styles rather than identities.
Overall, it seems that the tutors were the persons in charge of the flow of the tutorials. 
The situations were similar to the traditional classrooms. However, tutors could not 
control the whole interaction patterns since tutees also played a crucial role in the 
complex learning and teaching dynamics.
Management courses 
Tutorial Case One
Table 9.3: Observing the first tutorial of a management course.
Course: management Student-interviewee:
Angela
Time: October 2000, A weekday evening (Tutorial 1) Venue: A secondary
school classroom
Angela arrived at the venue at least fifteen minutes earlier than the scheduled tutorial 
time. She sat near to the door. She put her course materials on the desk and waited 
quietly. The classroom was half full at about the starting time. More tutees came in 
gradually. The tutor (Tricia) came in. The tutorial started on time. (Tricia) did not say 
anything but put down some words on the blackboard.
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Tutor’s activities performed Tutees’ responses
Wrote the agenda of the first tutorial. Copied quietly.
Informed that would wait for a few minutes as some 
tutees might lose their way. Described those tutees as 
“some strayed lambs”. Spoke in Cantonese throughout 
the tutorial, except when stating some jargon.
A few more came into the 1 
classroom.
Went outside the classroom to get some water for 
herself. Returned to the classroom shortly. Said, “OK, 
starts.”
Waited in the classroom 
quietly.
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Tutor’s activities performed Tutees’ responses
Introduced herself, wrote her name, pager number and 
e-mail address.
Copied quietly.
Informed that she was responsible for two groups. 
Tutees were free to attend either session. Stating that 
she would definitely reply to all pagers and e-mails 
received. Advised tutees to introduce themselves by 
stating “OU student.......” when contacting her.
Just listened.
Stated her tutorial style and expectations:
- hoped all could learn in a relaxing atmosphere,
- spoke quickly as there was so much to cover,
- would treat tutees as friends,
- understood that tutees asked questions because 
they believed that the tutor could help them,
- insisted tutees must read reference books very 
seriously, read the study guide only was not 
enough, would fail definitely.
All listened quietly.
Angela showed interest in the 
tutor’s talk and presentation.
Stated her observations from the tutees met before:
- felt the course content boring,
- did not know the use of taking it.
All listened quietly.
Talked about the purposes of studying the course, 
advised the tutees:
- to keep the textbook as it would be used again in a 
related higher-level course,
should learn to love the subject,
- should be serious in their OUHK study for a 
quality study, an OUHK degree is worthwhile, 
should prove themselves to be quality students, 
not worse than any students of other universities, 
should equip themselves with conceptual power, 
but not memorising power.
All listened quietly.
Suggested tutees to form groups, which would be 
helpful in learning. Asked the students to share: 
names, the OUHK learning experiences, expectations 
from the study. Allowed time for tutees to form 
groups.
Angela formed a group with a 
female and two male tutees 
who were sitting near.
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Tutor’s activities performed Tutees’ responses
The activity served as a break. I went out to have a quick glance at other classrooms 
along the corridor. It was quite quiet in most classrooms. No group discussion was 
found in any classrooms that I passed by. The tutorial resumed after a short break of 
about ten minutes.
Put the key organisation of an essay on board. Stated 
that the style was applicable to every subject. 
Informed of the points should be made in different 
parts of an essay and scores carried.
All listened and copied notes 
quietly.
Reminded tutees about the layout of the essays and 
the need to be self-disciplined in handing in TMAs. 
Stated that language was a barrier to their learning.
All listened quietly.
Used TMA1 to illustrate the organisation of an essay. 
Explained the distribution of scores to help tutees to 
allocate number of words and points required 
accordingly.
All listened quietly.
Presented a part of the course content. Tutees listened.
Time was up. Ending the tutorial by saying “We will 
continue next time.”
Packed their belongings and 
left quietly and quickly.
In the telephone discussion the next evening, Angela said that she found the tutorial 
was refreshing and relaxing. (Tricia) was experienced and encouraging. She made her 
points and expectations clear. Activities done were within expectation, “Every tutor 
did the same (in the first tutorial).” She hoped that (Tricia) would present more on 
course materials. The analysis of a TMA requirement and the mark allocation was 
very helpful. Angela would know how to allocate points and effort to gain marks.
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Tutorial Case Two
Table 9.4: Observing the third tutorial of a management course.
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Course: management Student-interviewee:
Bertha
Time: November 2000, Venue: A secondary
A weekday evening (Tutorial 3) school classroom
Bertha arrived at the venue at least five minutes earlier than the scheduled time. Ten 
more students had arrived too. She sat in the middle front of the classroom. She read 
her course materials and made some notes on it. More tutees came in gradually. The 
tutor (Tricia) came in. The tutorial started on time. (Tricia) did not say a word but put 
down some words on the blackboard.
Tutor’s activities performed Tutees’ responses
Wrote the agenda of the tutorial. Copied quietly.
Informed students that they could get back their 
commented TMA1 about ten days later.
Informed that reviewing TMA1 was aimed for 
improvement, allowing tutees to be better prepared for 
TMA2.
Explained the marking scheme to give a reference to 
the tutees how they had performed in their TMA1.
Bertha asked a question.
More tutees came into the classroom. All seats were occupied. (Tricia) asked the 
latecomers to get chairs from other classrooms. She stated that she did not mind the 
tutees of other groups attended her tutorial. However, she had to make sure that her 
own tutees must have a seat.
Review TMA1, quoted examples to illustrate points 
with a sense of humour.
Most listened, jotted notes 
that presented on the 
blackboard, and burst into 
laughter a lot.
Reminded the tutees to improve their English 
standard, otherwise they would find difficulty in 
studying further.
Gave examples to illustrate grammar mistakes made 
inTMAl.
Copied the examples.
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Tutor’s activities performed Tutees’ responses
A break. I went out to have a quick glance at other classrooms along the corridor. It 
was quite quiet in most classrooms. No group discussion was found in any 
classrooms that I passed by. The tutorial resumed after a short break of about ten 
minutes.
Put notes of a theory on the blackboard during the 
break.
Copied from the blackboard.
Presented a few theories. Copied from the blackboard, 
listened attentively.
Ended the tutorial a bit later than the schedule by 
saying “The security is coming.”
Packed their belongings and 
left quietly.
In the telephone discussion afterwards, Bertha expressed that she enjoyed the tutorial. 
(Tricia) presented in a very humorous style. “I was very tired after so much laughter.” 
She could tell that (Tricia) was very welcomed as the class was overcrowded. Some 
tutees of other groups joined the class. However, Bertha commented that the agenda 
was not followed strictly. The time actually spent on learning activities was not very 
satisfying. (Tricia) had spent too much time on reviewing TMA1. Bertha suggested 
that (Tricia) should make up what was left out, e.g. a discussion of case studies in the 
course materials.
Angela and Bertha in fact attended the same course in different groups conducted by 
the same tutor. Their feelings towards (Tricia) were similar. They both agreed that the 
tutorials were enjoyable. However, they had both expected that (Tricia) would spend 
more time on presenting course materials.
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Tutorial Case Three
Table 9.5: Observing the fifth tutorial of a management course.
Course: management Student-interviewee:
Wayne
Time: December 2000, A weekday evening Venue: A secondary
(Tutorials 5) school classroom
Wayne arrived at the venue a bit earlier than the tutorial’s scheduled time. I sat next 
to him. Some students had arrived already. He put his course materials on the desk. 
More tutees came in gradually. The tutor (Tavis) came in. The tutorial started on time. 
Before the tutorial started, Wayne told me that (Tavis) was humorous.
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Tutor’s activities performed Tutees’ responses
Explained and revised theories of management 
principles, illustrated with examples.
Wayne paid attention to the 
presentation, followed the 
pages that (Tavis) went 
through, jotted notes as well. 
He did silent reading. Others 
listened.
Informed the tutees that at least one question in the 
examination would be very similar to Part A of 
TMA3.
All tutees listened quietly.
There were twenty-three tutees in the classroom. Five more came in gradually.
Presented the key points stated in the textbook. 
Illustrated by quoting real life examples.
Using a chart to illustrate points made. Wayne drew the chart.
Asked questions based on the theory presented. Wayne did not answer any 
questions. Most tutees kept 
quiet, just one or two tutees 
responded to the questions.
About one and a half hours had gone. The tutorial continued without a break.
Talked about TMA3 (to be handed in). A tutee asked a question about 
what should be included in 
answering the TMA questions.
Taking the chance of responding to the question, 
(Tavis) informed of the allocation of marks.
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Tutor’s activities performed Tutees’ responses
Discussed the key points that would be needed to 
answer in a part of a question.
Asked the tutees to read a case quoted in the course 
materials. Asked them to try answering the questions.
Followed the instruction.
Did not ask tutees to give answers but gave hints 
instead.
All listened.
Hinted that the tutorial was over. All left quite quickly.
Since Wayne was busy, an after-visit discussion was not carried out. However, when 
being asked in the face-to-face second in-depth interview, he still remembered what 
was done in the tutorial and could express how he felt.
Wayne felt that the class was quite involved in the tutorials. Some tutees responded to 
questions that (Tavis) asked. In other tutorials, Wayne answered sometimes. Wayne 
expressed that he did not know everything so he could not give answers all the time. 
He was satisfied with (Tavis’) performance. He said that (Tavis) was very observant. 
He could quote plenty of real-life examples to illustrate the points made.
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Tutorial Case Four
Table 9.6: Observing the fourth tutorial of a management course.
Course: management Student-interviewee:
Hugo
Time: May 2001, A weekday evening (Tutorial 4) Venue: A secondary
school classroom
Hugo arrived at the venue a bit earlier than the tutorial started. I sat next to him. 
Some students had arrived already. Hugo put his course materials on the desk. More 
tutees came in gradually. The tutor (Toby) came in five minutes before the tutorial 
commenced. There were fourteen tutees in the classroom. Before the tutorial started, 
two tutees handed in their TMA1. Hugo told me that he had handed in his 
assignment. The tutorial started on time.
Tutor’s activities performed Tutees’ responses
Without a word, put down the rundown of the tutorial: 
review mod [module] 3, review TMA2, Q and A.
Two more came in after five 
minutes of the scheduled time.
Reminded tutees to hand in their TMA1. The deadline 
had passed. Informed that fifteen out of the twenty-six 
in the group had handed in. TMA1 and 2 were 
compulsory assignments.
Presented theories by putting the key points and the 
relevant pages of the course materials on the 
blackboard.
All listened quietly. Hugo 
followed the pages indicated. 
He did not put any notes at the 
beginning. He started to put 
notes when (Toby) presented 
the second point.
The air-conditioner made sounds of high frequency continuously. (Toby) scribbled on 
the board while presenting. He did not organise the blackboard nor clean any written 
information. All tutees kept very quiet.
Suggested a reference to the tutees.
Asked a question. A tutee answered the question.
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Tutor’s activities performed Tutees’ responses
Illustrated the concept with real life examples and a 
curve line.
Hugo drew the curve on his 
materials. One or two made 
remarks to the examples.
Wrote the abbreviation of a term, invited answers. No responses.
Explained the term, then asked the tutees if having 
any questions.
No responses.
Wrote the abbreviation of another term then asked if 
any tutees could tell.
A tutee responded.
Elaborated the point, asked tutees to refer to the 
course materials.
Presented a sampler of the concept with an overhead 
projector slide, and discussed with the tutees.
A tutee answered briefly.
Waited for a while for more responses. No more responses.
A short break was made after the tutorial had run for fifty minutes. A few tutees went 
out of the classroom. Some exchanges between (Toby) and a few tutees were seen. 
One tutee pointed to the blackboard and asked some questions to (Toby). Three tutees 
asked for reference pages.
Asked who had handed in the TMA through Internet. No responses.
Reminded the deadlines of the coming TMAs.
Informed about what would be done in the coming 
tutorials. Told that the last two tutorials would be 
allocated for revision.
A tutee asked for the passing 
rate of the course.
Told that generally one or two failed. The “fatal 
factor” was the language barrier. Suggested the tutees 
to use simple sentences. Stated that English was 
important. The language was an art.
Tutorial started again after the fifteen-minute break.
Reviewed [guidelines of] TMA2. Gave examples to 
explain some terms in the TMA.
Hugo copied notes from the 
blackboard, made notes to 
help dealing the assignment.
Suggested the tutees to read certain pages in-depth to 
deal with the TMA3. Gave examples to illustrate their 
points made.
Said that the TMA2 was very easy. Told the tutees that 
they could do TMA3 first or deal with both at the 
same time.
A tutee asked question to 
clarify the TMA guide.
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Tutor’s activities performed Tutees’ responses
Presented and wrote notes of another concept. Hugo copied from the 
blackboard.
Showed some reference pages from another book. 
Told tutees that they could make copies of it.
Passed the pages around.
Wrote the abbreviation of another concept then 
presented.
Jotted notes, listened quietly.
A tutee asked two questions.
(Toby) answered.
Looked at his watch. Stop talking. The tutorial was 
over.
All tutees packed and left.
After the tutorial, a discussion between Hugo and I was carried out in the public 
transport. He said that the learning atmosphere was very passive. He found that (Toby) 
was helpful but a bit boring, not creative. Most of the time, the whole group, 
including Hugo himself, just listened to (Toby) quietly. They would copy notes from 
the blackboard if any. The class did not respond to (Toby) even when he initiated 
questions. Hugo also commented that (Toby) went too far beyond the topic 
sometimes when using examples to explain points. (Toby) might tell stories, riddles 
or other issues but Hugo did not find these very helpful to his learning. He 
commented that the environment was very noisy.
Hugo informed that he had been attending another tutorial group as well. He said that 
another tutor taught better than his own tutor. He decided to attend both tutorial 
groups. He attended his own group to take notice of the tutor’s requirements in 
dealing with TMAs. He attended a second group to gain more understanding of the 
course contents and to enjoy the learning atmosphere.
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Summaiy o f observations to four tutorials o f management courses 
In total, three tutors were observed in four tutorials. The common characteristic was 
that the tutors all talked most of the time. The tutees were not actively involved in 
learning, but just listened passively. It could be told that they were attentive by 
observing their facial expressions and looking into their eyes. The tutors in fact asked 
some questions and invited tutees to give responses. However, most of the tutees kept 
quiet. Only one or two, always the same one or two, gave responses. The tutors then 
answered the questions by themselves. The one-way communication style dominated 
the sessions.
Being observed, the learning contents were informed by the tutors rather the tutees 
constructing their own knowledge through learning activities. Some tutors had tried 
very hard to arouse their tutees’ learning motivation and interest in the course. For 
example, (Tricia) asked her students to be serious in their study and presented in a 
humorous way. (Tavis) and (Toby) explained the theories by quoting daily examples 
or telling stories. However, their effort seemed not to have been rewarded, at least in 
these observed tutorials. They did not receive many responses.
The difference was if their presentation was welcomed. (Tricia’s) humorous 
presenting style was very welcomed. She attracted many tutees from other groups. 
Bertha concluded that the key was that (Tricia) was willing to teach and to give plenty 
of examples. In this way, the tutees found they could learn in the tutorial. (Tavis) was 
quite welcomed too. The attendance rate was quite good that evening. In total, 
twenty-eight tutees attended the session. This was not bad as the attendance rate could 
be maintained half way into the course. It might reflect that the tutor was helpful to a
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certain extent. Otherwise, the students would shift to other groups as had been seen in 
Angela’s and Bertha’s classrooms. (Toby) was not very welcomed. Only about half of 
the group attended. The atmosphere of the tutorial seemed a bit cool and not very 
motivating. (Toby) presented together with asking questions then answering by 
himself was the only activity done throughout the whole session. Hugo decided to 
attend one more tutorial group.
Economics 
Tutorial Case Five
Table 9.7: Observing the second tutorial of an economics course.
Course: economics (Chinese version) Student-interviewee:
Esther
Time: November 2000, A weekday evening Venue: A secondary school
(Tutorial 2) classroom
Esther arrived at the venue at least ten minutes earlier than the tutorial was scheduled 
to start. She sat right in front of the blackboard. She put her course materials on the 
desk and waited quietly. Tutees came in gradually. They sat in the first two rows of 
the classroom. The tutor (Tavis) came in five minutes before the starting time. The 
tutorial started on time. (Tavis) informed of the activities to be done in the tutorial -  
spent an hour to help tutees deal with a TMA, then discussed some course content 
after a break. He asked his tutees if they had any questions.
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Tutor’s activities performed Tutees’ responses
Summarised key points of the first question of the 
TMA. Informed of the relevant pages of the course 
materials. The part was repeated for those tutees had 
absent in the last tutorial.
Copied notes from the 
blackboard.
Presented key points of the second question of the 
TMA.
Listened quietly.
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Tutor’s activities performed Tutees’ responses
Used an example to illustrate the key points. Then 
presented or summarised again.
Listened quietly.
Talked for a long time. Asked questions once a while 
on terms to be clarified. Answered to the questions 
himself.
Listened quietly.
Stopped, asked tutees if had questions. A tutee raised a question.
Explained. Used a local example to explain the 
requirement of the TMA question.
The tutee reminded the tutor 
of the relevant page in the 
course material. Esther jotted 
notes.
A break for five minutes after an hour. (Tavis) commented himself that he did not 
explain clearly enough in the last tutorial. He would give a more in-depth 
presentation on the TMAs.
The tutorial started again. Continued to discuss the 
TMA.
Listened quietly.
Expressed that that he could start a new topic later in 
the tutorial hopefully.
Continued to talk about the TMA and handing in of it 
until the end of the tutorial.
Listened quietly.
Left a note for the tutees’ to sign up if they needed for 
extending the deadline in handing in the TMA.
Some tutees signed up. Esther 
did not do so.
Ended the tutorial without any hint. Tutees left gradually.
Esther concluded that the main activity was talking about a TMA. The progress in 
covering the learning contents was slow. The learning atmosphere was passive, too 
quiet. She observed that only the same one or two tutees asked questions. In the 
observed tutorial, she only jotted notes from the blackboard. The notes helped her to 
remember the key points. She said that (Tavis) presented something new along with 
explaining the requirements of the TMA. She treated it as a revision of course 
contents. Esther was being asked if she knew why he presented the TMA in so much 
detail. She explained that some course mates might have expressed their worries in 
the first tutorial. Some tutees heard that the passing rate was not very good. She asked
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questions on dealing with the examination. She reported that the course co-ordinator 
sat in on the first tutorial. Some tutees addressed questions to her too.
Esther told that it was (Tavis5) first time to teach the course in Chinese. He had to 
make sure that the terms and concepts explained were correct. He had to check the 
contents of both the Chinese and English versions if the graphs and terms conveyed 
the same meaning.
Summary o f observation to the tutorial o f economics course
Only one tutorial was observed in the course. The communication style was similar to 
that of the management course tutorials described in cases one to four. The tutor again 
presented on his own most of the time while the tutees listened passively. The tutor 
was not employing a ‘sandwich approach’ in tutoring. In some tutees’ eyes, the tutor 
was a responsible person. He made an effort to confirm the terms and concepts using 
Chinese in parallel with those provided in English. He responded to his tutees’ 
worries about passing the course by presenting how to handle assignments. He also 
seemed to have the understanding that some tutees might need to extend the 
assignment deadline. He initially collected the names in class instead of waiting for 
his tutees’ telephone calls. It can be predicted that tutees wanting more guidance in 
dealing with assignments would welcome (Tavis’) style.
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Computing courses 
Tutorial Case Six
Table 9.8: Observing the first tutorial of a foundation computing course.
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Course: computing Student-interviewee:
Ian
Time: October 2000, A weekend afternoon Venue: A computer
(Tutorial 1) laboratory
Ian arrived at the venue at least five minutes earlier than the tutorial started. He sat on 
the second row of the computer sets. His constant study mate sat next to him. The 
laboratory was nearly full at about the starting time. More tutees came in gradually. 
The tutor (Toby) came in. The tutorial started on time. (Toby) gave his personal 
contact information, e.g. telephone numbers, an e-mail address. He told the tutees 
that he would answer e-mails received within forty-eight hours hopefully.
Tutor’s activities performed Tutees’ responses
Using English, informed of topics to be covered in the 
course. Explained in good detail as if speaking to the 
new OUHK students. Informed of the percentage 
carried in TMAs, and no extension of deadline for 
TMA3.
Listened quietly. Ian put down 
the percentage allocation.
More tutees came in. Not enough seats for the latecomers. (Toby) asked if there were 
someone who did not belong to the group. He suggested to them to attend their own 
group. No one left. Eventually, a few latecomers had to share a computer with other 
tutees.
Suggested tutees to form study groups, told the 
advantages. Did not allocate time for tutees to form 
groups. Reminded the tutees what to bring to the 
coming tutorials.
Listened quietly.
Started to show WebCT. Informed of its functions, e.g. 
checked if tutees were on-line, if had logged-on as 
instructed in a letter sent to them earlier. Asked tutees 
to log-on to the page shown on screen.
Ian and some tutees logged-on 
successfully. Some others 
tried to.
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Tutor’s activities performed Tutees’ responses
Allowed the tutees to surf on the Internet. Helped out 
the tutees with difficulties.
All tutees tried to log-on, 
surfed the relevant pages. A 
few tutees asked for help. Ian 
helped one or two 
neighbouring tutees to log-on. 
Looked at his study mate’s 
computer, no action taken.
The tutorial continued, no break.
Used PowerPoint slides to present content outline, 
started to use Cantonese.
Listened quietly.
Presented the main contents of the tutorial while 
conducting the whole class discussion: prompted 
questions and gained feedback from tutees.
Some responded.
Asked two terms related to computing hardware. Ian gave responses.
A tutee asked a question.
Made a brief conclusion by showing the PowerPoint 
slides again quickly.
Listened quietly.
Allowed a few minutes for questioning. Ian kept quiet. A few tutees 
asked some simple questions.
Hearing some noises from the door. Class ended. The tutees left the laboratory.
Many tutees of another group were waiting outside the door.
In the after-visit telephone discussion, Ian said that the learning atmosphere was fine. 
Ian felt that (Toby) was experienced. He could provide much information about 
questions raised. (Toby) was regarded as helpful as he provided e-mail and telephone 
numbers to his tutees. He allowed students to call him outside the scheduled 
telephone tutoring horns. In addition, Ian said that (Toby) was friendly and easy to get 
along with. (Toby), in fact, stated more than once that he would treat students as 
friends.
However, Ian commented that (Toby) spent an hour talking about arrangements for 
handing in TMAs and the requirements of TMA 1, which was too long. Ian suggested
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that he should allow more time for discussing the course content. Ian also regarded 
that (Toby) should make some effort to help tutees to form groups in the tutorial. He 
also realised that some tutees did not log onto the web link before attending the 
tutorial. The instruction was included in a letter sent to them some weeks before the 
course commenced. Ian commented that those students did not prepare for the 
tutorial.
Tutorial Case Seven
Table 9.9: Observing the first tutorial of a computing course.
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Course: computing Student-interviewee:
Stella
Time: October 2000, A weekend afternoon Venue: A computer
(Tutorial 1) laboratory
Stella arrived at the venue at least five minutes before the tutorial started. She sat in 
the second row of the laboratory. She chatted with a female student, Karen, sitting 
next to her. They exchanged information about the courses taken. Stella told me that 
she had read the course materials. She had an idea of what was to be learned but was 
not sure if she could understand. The room was about full around the starting time. 
More tutees came in gradually. The tutor (Toby) came in. The tutorial started on time.
The tutor’s activities performed Tutees’ responses
Asked if any tutees were taking the current course as 
the first course. Informed the pre-requisites of the 
course but not crucial. Informed that it was the second 
year to offer the course.
Stella talked to a male 
neighbour, Joe, about seeking 
information on books or 
references that the tutor 
mentioned.
Introduced himself by saying, “Know your course, 
know your tutor.”
Listened quietly.
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The tutor’s activities performed Tutees’ responses
Informed of the requirements and the percentage 
allocated for TMAs as a part of assessment to be 
handed in. Suggested the tutees finish TMA1 as an act 
for taking initiative and facing challenge to oneself for 
keep going.
Explained the “WebCT” and its functions. Tutees logged on to “Student 
Intranet”, checked their own 
information.
Encouraged the tutees to form groups. Asked them to 
form by themselves, without allocating time for the 
activity.
Kept quiet.
Showed some interactive tools on the screen. Stella tried to draw something 
by using the tool that the tutor 
had demonstrated.
Some tutees asked questions 
on handing in TMAs or could 
not view the CD enclosed in 
their course materials.
(Toby) demonstrated the viewing of CD immediately. Watched quietly.
He used Cantonese to signal the second part of the tutorial started.
Introduced Chapter 1 -  presented and explained with 
the help of PowerPoint slides.
Stella copied notes from the 
slides.
Answered to the tutees’ questions on related terms. 
Presented the differences between the terms.
Karen initiated to form a 
group with Stella and Joe. 
They exchanged contact 
information.
Showed the use of a programme through telnet. Stella followed the 
instructions, discussed with 
Joe. Joe provided support to 
Stella with the log in process.
Logged in the programme successfully. Stella tried but failed. Sought 
help from (Toby).
Provided support and a password to Stella. Stella logged in successfully.
Stella tried to log in again by 
changing the password, failed 
to log in. Sought support from 
(Toby) again.
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The tutor’s activities performed Tutees’ responses
Provided support to Stella again. Still failed although following 
the instmction. Then Stella 
tried on her own until making 
it. She was happy.
A tutee asked a question.
Demonstrated by clicking on a web address. Stella followed the steps.
Presented course notes again by showing PowerPoint 
slides.
Listened quietly.
Asked tutees to hand in their TMAs by using a certain 
format. Informed that the format could be downloaded 
from the Internet.
Stella asked Joe if he would 
purchase the programme or 
download from Internet. 
[Responses inaudible.]
Showed the related sites and steps to install the 
programme.
Stella followed the steps.
Demonstrated the use of the programme. Stella continued to discuss 
with Joe.
Some tutees started to pack 
and left the laboratory.
The tutorial ended at the scheduled time. All tutees left quite quickly.
In the after-visit telephone discussion, Stella described that the learning atmosphere 
was not bad. The activities and tutoring style were commonly experienced in other 
computing courses. Most of the content to be covered that day was presented and 
discussed. Tutees were involved as they could do some activities or follow the tutor’s 
instructions on the computer. Tutees could discuss by working on the activity. The 
feeling of engagement or eagerness of mutual assistance would be greater than course 
contents presented without a learning tool. She would continue to attend the tutorials 
to leam more.
Stella was a bit worried if (Toby) was helpful. She asked him a question through 
e-mail after receiving the course materials. However, she only received a brief reply
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after one week. She considered that (Toby) did not respond quickly. Stella gave an 
explanation that he might not expect that students would ask questions before the 
course formally commenced. Stella attended another tutorial session of the same 
course the day before as she had some spare time. She sat in the class by chance. She 
found that the tutor presented very seriously. He answered questions in great detail. 
As a result, not much content was covered in the tutorial. Stella said that her own 
tutor, (Toby) could cover more content.
When being asked how she started conversation with Karen before the tutorial started, 
she said that it was very easy and natural to chat with course mates, especially with a 
computer in front. When someone pressed the keyboard and viewed the display, the 
peers could have a mutual topic to talk. In this case, the computer was the medium for 
exchanges. Stella said that it was quite natural that some students initiated forming 
groups, as Karen did. She said that students who had taken a few courses would do 
that. However, it might be difficult for the new students to take the initiative.
Summaiy o f obsei'vation to two tutorials o f computing courses 
The two tutorials were conducted by the same tutor (Toby). He used the same style in 
both courses. The learning activities in computing courses might be somewhat 
different from essay-type courses. There were chances for tutor presentation and the 
tutees also had hands-on practice. The tutees could respond to (Toby’s) questions after 
following instructions using the computer programme. As observed in Stella’s class, 
the computer was the medium of communication. It also facilitated the tutor and 
tutees’ communication in these two tutorials. However, (Toby) did not provide 
opportunities for tutees to form groups for out of class communication although he
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suggested to the tutees to do so. Whether the tutees would form groups to leam 
through face-to-face contacts or online contacts depended on the tutees’ initiative.
9.23 Summary o f all arranged tutorials observed
It was observed that the tutors of essay-type courses tended to present a lot. They took 
time to present concepts and discuss the assignment guidelines. The tutors dominated 
most of the time in tutorials. They wanted to involve their tutees in the tutorials but 
not successfully. The tutees did not respond. The tutors did not organise learning 
activities. Only questioning and answering was seen. Only (Tavis) suggested to his 
tutees to read a part of the course materials. All tutors used Cantonese, with some 
technical terms in English, in tutorials.
The tutor (Toby) of the computing-I.T. courses allowed some hands-on practice in the 
tutorials. He seemed to encourage his tutees to provide mutual support. In the 
observation, it was seen that the students used quite a lot of initiative to discuss or 
support one another. When reading through all total eleven tutorials observed in the 
whole study, it was discovered that tutees welcomed their tutors arranged learning 
activities. The learning atmosphere was more interactive when there were some like 
group discussions and hands-on practice.
It seemed that all tutors put more time into dealing with assignments, both before and 
after handing them in. The tutorials for the explaining assignments were inn in 
one-way communication. The tutees were listening passively.
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Reading between the lines of these observation cases, mismatches were found 
between the University, the tutor and the tutees. The tutors did not follow what was 
suggested in the Tutor orientation & training manual (The Open University of Hong 
Kong, 2000b) to run a tutorial. The tutees did not initiate to ask questions as would 
independent learners. Their performance did not fit well into the University’s distance 
learning philosophy. The tutees did not reward the tutors’ efforts by being a bit more 
involved in the whole class discussion.
The issue of language used in the tutorials is worthy of some discussion and has 
implications for supporting students’ learning. Except for the Economics course 
observed, all other courses used English materials while the tutors used Cantonese to 
present and communicate with their tutees in class. Only Trudy kept using English in 
her Business Communication course. This reflects that using English courses 
materials could be one of the sources of problems that students had to face. The 
source of problem was introduced by the University. It adopted English materials 
from overseas to save financial cost in the early years of OLIHK. In the first few 
years of the University’s establishment, only a few courses were prepared in Chinese 
and these did not contribute to a degree. The student-interviewees had described their 
worries in studying courses in English. They did not expect themselves to perform 
well in language-related courses. However, the student-interviewees did not have 
choices as most of the programmes offered by the University were presented in 
English. The University might need to reconsider the language policy - as was 
discussed in Chapter Two, the English standard of secondary leavers was getting 
worse. If the University wants to maintain the policy of using English language as the 
main medium, it has to provide support to its students to improve the language skills.
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9.3 Tutors in this study
There were more than twenty tutors observed or mentioned in this study. It was found 
that they ran tutorials in different styles. This section introduces them via four 
composite cases which were summed up from the student-interviewees’ most 
distinctive experiences. They just represented different tutor styles of running 
tutorials and providing support, ignoring what kinds of courses they were responsible 
for.
To reassure, there was no intention to compare between tutors’ performances, but 
only to reflect the reality and tutees’ comments. Tutors might have different 
considerations in employing certain styles of tutoring. The tutees’ performance might 
also affect the tutors’ considerations of using certain styles.
9.3.1 Getting to know about the tutors
The questions asked to the student-interviewees in the first interview which 
contributed to learn about tutors were:
1. How have you been coping with the study/ learning problems?
2. Why do you attend tutorials? How helpful are the learning activities and the 
tutors’ presentations?
One of the main foci in the telephone discussions (Questions in Appendix D) was 
student-interviewees’ learning experiences including their tutorial experiences. All 
help to learn about their tutors.
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In the second interview, they were asked the same relevant questions as in the first 
interview, and in addition they were asked:
1. Please give an example of the best tutor.
2. What support would you like to have from the University?
By integrating the data from the tutorials observed and reported by the 
student-interviewees, four main tutor styles were seen. There were introduced as 
follows.
Involved and helpful type -  Trudy, and (Tricia)
Both Trudy and (Tricia) were helpful tutors. They had shown how much they were 
involved and eager to help their tutees to learn. They had different presentation styles 
which have been reported earlier. Here only some supplementary findings are offered.
In the first tutorial, Trudy conducted a simple suivey about how her tutees took 
courses. She discovered that quite a few tutees took two or more than two courses. 
She voiced her expectations to her tutees in the first tutorial. She wanted them to 
leam seriously and to be responsible. She provided chances for her tutees to become 
familiar with each other. She asked each of them to prepare a name tag to be shown to 
all others, to chat for a while, to form small study groups and exchange contact 
information.
In each tutorial, Tmdy tried to employ a ‘sandwich approach’ to do different things to 
help tutees to construct their knowledge. She first gave a short presentation on the 
content to be covered in the session. She then organised some learning activities.
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Finally, she concluded with the key contents that had been covered. She walked 
around to help out her tutees while they were working. Her comments given on the 
TMAs were in good detail and helpful to her tutees to make improvements. Before 
the examination, she did some revision with her tutees.
(Tricia) voiced out her expectations clearly to her tutees. She helped tutees to form 
groups. She presented a lot, discussed assignment requirements, gave comments and 
quoted examples. Although she did not use the ‘sandwich approach’, her style of 
presentation and communication skills constructed an atmosphere to leam. She was 
encouraging and motivating.
Their teaching was applicable to their tutees’ study or work. They were welcomed by 
their tutees. The attendance rates were relatively high and steady. They gained quite a 
lot of compliments from their tutees during the interviews.
Comments on the style
These tutors were involved in their work. They took up their duties responsibly. They 
had some expectations of their tutees -  to put effort in their study. So, both the tutors 
and tutees had to make an effort. They prepared the tutorials well. They ran tutorials 
which aimed at helping their tutees to leam better. They provided constructive 
comments on the assignments. The learning atmosphere in their tutorials was good. In 
short, they could cater for most tutees of different styles. Some students might be able 
to become better distance learners under their guidance.
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Followed instructions type -  (Toby)
(Toby) presented concepts in a style that was neither lively nor creative. In each 
tutorial he would present the key concepts by making references to the course 
materials or textbooks. He would put notes on the blackboard to explain and elaborate 
his points. He also asked his tutees to read some pages from the course materials. 
While presenting the concepts, he would ask questions but received very few 
responses. Sometimes he quoted examples from the real world contexts to illustrate 
the concepts. Depending on the nature of courses, he might provide some hands-on 
practice if possible.
He would remind his tutees to hand in assignments on time. He gave guidelines to 
help the tutees to handle assignments and used examples to explain the key terms in 
the assignment instructions. He informed that some students might fail in the course 
because of weak English. He suggested his tutees to use simple English. He also 
allocated time for revision before the examination.
Comment on the style
These tutors took up their duties responsibly. They ran their tutorials in a style that 
supposed should be according to the nature of the courses. The main activity was 
questioning and answering. They might not receive many responses from their tutees. 
The learning atmosphere in their tutorials could sometimes be passive. Dependent 
learners would not find the tutors very helpful. They might attend tutorials of other 
groups as they wanted to listen to the presentation of contents in a way that they were 
very familiar with.
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Inclined to tutees’needs type — (Tavis)
In tutorials, (Tavis) presented the relevant concepts first. He asked some questions to 
his tutees in the form of whole-class discussion. He received very few questions and 
responses from his tutees. He then concentrated on instructing his tutees how to 
handle the assignments and gain marks. He explained his actions by referring to his 
previous experiences and his observations of his tutees’ needs and requests. When 
tutees expressed that they were worried if they could pass the course, he decided to 
present the assignment guide in detail so as to help the students gain marks.
In the tutorial before the deadline of handing in assignments, he spent the whole 
session discussing the assignment guide. He also explained some concepts that came 
across in the assignment guides. He always demonstrated how to handle the 
assignments by presenting some mock problems of the same questioning format. 
Sometimes he changed the way of asking the questions a little bit. He then used other 
tutorials to give feedback and comments to his tutees’ assignments before they needed 
to hand in another one. The tutees who could pick up the contents relatively easier 
expressed that (Tavis’) practice was not helpful for their learning as it could only help 
them to gain assignment marks. Some students might not be able to handle 
independently the questions asked in the examination.
Comment on the style
These tutors knew the requirements of the courses well. They observed their tutees’ 
standards and needs quite quickly. They did what they supposed the majority of their 
tutees welcomed. They only received some brief responses from their tutees as they 
usually listened quietly. Their tutees might be able to understand the presentation in
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class, but might not be able to apply the information when dealing with problems on 
their own. The attendance rate might be quite steady as those who wanted to listen to 
them would attend tutorials as much as possible. The learning atmosphere in their 
tutorials was passive. Motivated learners found the tutoring style was not very helpful 
in constructing their own knowledge. Dependent learners and qualification seekers 
might find the tutors could help them to gain marks in assignments. They might 
imagine that they could pass the examination as well. Tutees would remain as 
dependent learners.
Not involved type -  (Torin)
(Torin) told his tutees that the purpose of taking courses was to sit for examinations 
and get the credits. He did not help his tutees to form groups. He did not present or 
explain concepts at all. In some tutorials, he would ask if his tutees had previewed 
and if they had any questions to ask. If no questions were raised, he asked the tutees 
to form temporary groups to read and discuss certain part of the course materials. In 
the beginning, some groups could report briefly on their reading. When the course 
contents became more difficult, they could not understand it, so were not able to give 
any reports. The tutees in fact did not follow (Torin’s) instruction sometimes. They 
shared their bitterness in taking the course. They talked of their discontent with his 
performance.
He might provide some notes modified from those of other tutors. He did not discuss 
any assignments with his tutees. Even when some tutees requested, he stated that it 
was the tutees’ responsibility to handle them. When tutees called him to seek advice 
for tackling an assignment, he only answered very briefly. He did not answer his
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tutees’ telephone calls out of the scheduled time, or respond to his tutees’ e-mail 
messages promptly. He might leave the questions unattended until the last few days 
before the examination. His written comments on his tutees’ assignments were not 
helpful. Only negative comments were given briefly in a few words. He only pointed 
out the mistakes but did not explain why he gave the comments. He also did not write 
clearly enough for his students to read. Gradually, the attendance rate fell. It is quite 
possible that some students had dropped the course and some failed because they 
could not get sufficient support.
Comment on the style
These tutors ran their tutorials according to the schedules. They did not conduct any 
learning activities which helped the tutees to be involved or better prepared or able to 
learn. They ignored their tutees’ requests and left all the tasks to their tutees to handle. 
They did not help their tutees to form study groups, so peer support was not available. 
The tutees were not involved in the tutorials. The attendance rate at their tutorials 
dropped relatively quickly. The learning atmospheres in their tutorials were rather 
poor. Learners of different styles could not benefit when meeting these tutors.
Overall comments on tutors from the student-interviewees
All of the student-interviewees reported having come across tutors of different styles. 
Stella and Wayne commented on helpful and non-helpful tutors respectively. Wayne 
said,
There are many modes of presentations by different tutors. Some tutors 
would present or highlight the key topics. How detailed the elaboration 
and explanation depended on whether they viewed if the points or 
concepts were important or not. Some tutors really wanted us to bring out
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questions for discussion. In addition, they would provide supplementary 
information on the topics that they saw as important. I think each tutor 
has a different approach. [Wayne]
Stella said,
The styles ranged a lot. Some could not present well or clearly. Some are 
lazy and ignore us. Their presentation in the tutorials was not very 
acceptable. The assignments were not marked in detail. We found that 
one tutor copied another tutor’s notes, very lazy. [Stella]
9.3.2 The effects o f different tutor styles to students’ learning 
Tutors were initially the key persons in organising learning activities. Good tutors like 
Trudy and (Tricia) could help students to leam more effectively. They provided 
scaffolding learning activities to help their tutees. Tutees needed to put in effort and to 
contribute to the learning activities to help themselves construct new knowledge or 
skills. The student-interviewees had acknowledged their efforts. Trudy was a 
motivated tutor-leamer. She also wanted to improve her tutoring skills.
I tried not to bore them.. .1 did my best to help. (Q: Will you take up new 
groups in the course?) Yes, I am thinking what can be done differently. 
[Trudy]
However, some tutors were not so helpful. They either spoon-fed the tutees or ignored 
their needs. The tutees might have to make extra effort when they could not get 
sufficient support and might not perform well even in spite of this effort. Even worse, 
there was the potential that the uninvolved tutors might create such a strong negative 
effect that some students lose their interest in study and think of quitting their study.
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Wayne’s remark might possibly represent a number of students who really wanted to 
leam, and learn better with the support from their tutors.
I would say a good tutor can help us to study well. His/Her role is not 
only confined to deal with assignments and exam, but to help us to leam 
what should be learned in the subject. [Wayne]
9.3.3 A discussion o f mismatches between the suggestion in tutor training and the 
tutor performance
It was obvious that there were some mismatches of tutors’ presentation styles and 
what is suggested in the Tutor orientation & training manual (The Open University of 
Hong Kong 2000b, Unit 3, p.5). This suggests to tutors to use a variety of learning 
activities to facilitate students’ active learning. It also suggests that different course 
natures might require different styles of running tutorials. However, it was observed 
that many of them did not follow the advice received when they were first trained. 
Usually, one or two activities were used right through the course. In essay-type 
courses, tutors’ presentation or asking tutees to read on their own would be the main 
methods used. In mathematics-accounting and computing-I.T. courses, presentations 
together with demonstrations were the dominant activities. Chances for tutees to 
contribute were not arranged. They were not using the ‘sandwich approach’. They did 
not mn tutorials well enough to facilitate or encourage students’ learning,
In the same unit of the Tutor orientation & training manual (The Open University pf 
Hong Kong, 2000b), tutors were also advised to make initial contacts with their tutees, 
and to call their students when feeling the need to be helped during course time. As 
reported by the student-interviewees, initial contacts from their tutors were minimal.
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Only Ian reported two cases in two courses. This could reflect a bit whether the tutors 
were practicing what they were supposed to.
Why did the tutors perform differently? By putting the student-interviewees’ 
observations and experiences together, it was found that, first, not all tutors followed 
what had suggested by the University; second, tutors had different experiences in 
meeting different kinds of students. They might have developed their own perceptions 
on how to deal with their tutees’ requests or problems; third, tutors might have 
different views on education: to study for learning or for gaining credits. These all 
influenced how tutors facilitated students’ learning. In addition, tutors also had their 
own preference in using the language of instruction although the University suggested 
to them to use the same language as in the course materials. Most tutors had used 
Cantonese. Possibly, they had considered their tutees’ language ability and thought 
that using Cantonese was more effective in communication.
9.3.4 Sub-summary
Through observations in tutorials, there were at least four types of tutor styles 
identified. They had all received the same training when they joined the University as 
staff. Through their own words and the words of the student-interviewees, we can see 
that they might have different views on students’ receiving education, expectations of 
their tutees, and their perceptions on how to conduct the tutorials which they 
considered as appropriate.
In this study, with the limited number of eleven student-interviewees and six tutors 
who were observed, six styles of learning and four types of tutors were identified. It 
would not be too difficult to imagine that many more different styles of learners and
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types of tutors were interacting in different courses/programmes in the University.
Mismatches arose when different styles of learners did not meet the types of tutors 
they expected. From another angle, different types of tutors who conducted tutorials 
in a single way in their tutorials could not fufil the needs of all the tutees who were of 
different styles of learning. This was a reality that the University had been facing.
9.4 A discussion on the findings from document analysis, interviews 
and observation
After reading the findings about the University support from various sources, 
including document analysis, interviews and observing tutors’ performance in 
tutorials, it can be concluded that there were mismatches in the University’s mission 
and practice. The University had some mismatches in understanding its students, 
supporting them and expecting them to perform in a way to fit into the distance 
learning mode.
The University introduced distance education through open entry with the mission to 
provide an alternative for students who were denied a full-time university place. The 
goal has been achieved quite easily. It also aimed to develop its students as 
independent learners. This goal does not appear to have been achieved. There was a 
big gap in learning styles and skills between learning through a didactic teaching 
mode in their previous education and their current distance education. The students 
were not trained to be independent learners while studying in primary and secondary 
schools, so they did not have sufficient study skills and time to transfer from 
dependent learners to independent learners. It was not realistic for the University to
Understanding and Practice o f Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f  Hong Kong
Support Provided by the University
378
offer distance education to population which was not prepared properly for it.
Furthermore, while the University expected that its students could be developed into 
independent learners, the human support from tutors and peers was found to be 
limited. The University assumed that its students would adapt to the study mode 
effectively in no time. The University had a false and wrong expectation of its 
students. The facts were disappointing. Findings from the document analysis and the 
interviews reflected that the University had not provided appropriate scaffolding to 
bridge the gaps. It offered the mode of support adopted from the OU UK model 
without taking the Chinese learners’ characteristics into consideration. The University 
did not offer more human support, which the students needed the most. The 
University offered support that plenty students did not make use of. It seemed that 
there were wrong allocations of support and resources. At the end, it turned out that 
the University seemed to have put the responsibility on the students’ shoulders.
There were mismatches between the University training and the tutors’ practices. 
While students made use of the limited human support that was available, some tutors 
did not perform in a way that could help students. In this study, four tutor styles were 
identified. Motivated learners and dependent learners both enjoyed learning from 
tutors who could be described as involved and helpful types. Motivated learners did 
not want their tutors to give them too much or the wrong kind of help. On the other 
hand, the dependent learners preferred and expected their tutors to meet their study 
needs by lecturing and giving close guidance on TMAs. Problems existed when some 
tutors were not involved in performing as tutors. The student-interviewees expressed 
their discontent. Their performances were be a bit disappointing to themselves when
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they met these tutors. This reflects that the training and monitoring of tutors need 
some rethinking.
By summing up the discussion, the University seemed, according to the data collected 
in this study, to only have fulfilled part of its mission as stated.
The Open University of Hong Kong dedicates itself to providing 
sub-degree, degree and postgraduate courses leading to awards and 
qualifications principally through a system of open access and distance 
education, thereby making higher education available to all those aspiring 
to it regardless of previous qualification, gender or race.
The Open University of Hong Kong, 1999, inner cover.
(emphasis added by this researcher)
The OUHK has the will and hope but not has appropriate and sufficient practical 
actions and measures to reflect its dedication. It might have an understanding of the 
academic background of its students. However, it might not have a solid knowledge 
of its students’ learning styles and their corresponding use of support. It might have 
provided training to its tutors. However, the training seems to have supported 
independent learners but not novice dependent students who needed much guidance 
and time to transfer. It has trained its tutors but perhaps not sufficiently enough to 
provide quality tutoring skills. The University did not achieve its mission although 
stating
The University, through its Council and staff, and in common with other 
institutions of higher education in the region, commits itself to excellence 
in teaching, scholarship and pubic service.
The Open University of Hong Kong, 1999, inner cover.
(emphasis added by this researcher)
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It seems not committed enough. At least some of its staff members were not very 
committed. The findings of different styles of tutors reflected that quality tutors might 
not be a majority in the team. On the contrary, the quality of the tutors might be a 
cause for concern. This reflects the need to monitor tutors and ensure that tutoring 
quality is maintained.
A short final comment is that the results of this study have identified some ways in 
which the University may need to reconsider the mode of education and support 
offered to a population not ready for the distance learning mode. Suggestions to 
bridge the gaps will be presented in Chapter Ten.
9.5 Summary
The University’s voices were heard from analysing documents, interviews and 
observations of some tutorials. It was found that there were mismatches of views and 
practices between the University and students. There were mismatches in tutor 
support between the University’s training and tutors’ practice. The University might 
not be dedicated and committed enough to fulfil its mission to provide quality 
education through an open entry policy and distance education mode.
Since there were a lot of mismatches in different aspects, these have been put into a 
table (Table 9.10) for a clearer presentation. The table indicates that both the 
University and the students have mismatches in their understanding of and practice in 
distance education. Some mismatches came into existence as soon as the University 
introduced the open entry policy and distance education. The mismatches in support 
provided and tutor training were the consequences of not understanding its students
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or not taking into account of realistic consideration of the students’ academic 
background. For the students, mismatches arose as soon as they started distance 
learning because of the open entry and time flexibility. Many of them in fact were not 
very suited to the learning mode. In addition, some of them did not leam or had been 
learning slowly to become better independent students. This could explain why the 
drop-out rate has been high.
The summary of mismatches is as follows.
Table 9.10: The mismatches identified between the University and the 
student-interviewees.
Understanding and Practice o f Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f Hong Kong
Support Provided by the University
Mission and main support/ facilities provided, 
University’s roles/ work
Student-interviewees’ experiences / 
views
Mission and philosophy
Philosophy 
of distance 
education
• to train independent learners,
• thinkers, problem-solvers 
Mismatch:
e might not have a mission to 
train its students, it seemed 
to be an espoused mission
• did not have a common
philosophy of learning,
• some could not work
independently
Mismatch:
0 carried an espoused promise to 
be responsible for one’s study
Documents 
stated the 
University’s 
philosophy
• stated the mission and the 
philosophy of course designs 
and provision of support,
• Tutor orientation & training 
(not available to students),
• Study skills for open learning 
(needs to be purchased)
Mismatches:
0 important information that 
students should know was 
not available freely or easily 
access,
• could not access Tutor
orientation & training,
• might not be aware of the
University’s mission,
• might not read Study skills for
open learning 
Mismatches:
0 did not have a thorough 
understanding of the real 
practice in the system,
0 did not equip with study skills 
because simply reading the
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Mission and main support/ facilities provided, 
University’s roles/ work
Student-interviewees’ experiences / 
views
e did not make itself very 
clear to the public
book will not be able to develop 
skills
Orientations • free and optional,
• presentation by staff,
• some sharing from 
experienced students
Mismatch:
• not sufficient information 
provided to answer novice 
students’ queries on the spot
• some might not attend,
• some could not get sufficient
information to start courses 
Mismatches:
0 did not make use of the 
chances,
• did not seek opportunities to
clarify doubts
Printed matters
Prospectus,
courses
supplements
• stated the mission (without 
presenting the philosophy of 
course designs and provision 
of support),
• guidelines for choosing 
courses,
• provided course descriptions,
• course coordinators’ 
information to provide advice
Mismatches:
0 not sufficient information to 
help students making correct 
decisions to enroll for the 
distance learning,
0 not sufficient information to 
help students making correct 
choices to enroll for suitable 
courses in correct sequences
• might not have a clear idea of 
courses after reading,
• some not able to choose suitable 
courses at the suitable time,
• not seeking advice from course 
coordinators
Mismatches:
o just accepted or made use of 
what printed,
0 not initiative to clear doubts 
through human support
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Mission and main support/ facilities provided, 
University’s roles/ work
Student-interviewees’ experiences / 
views
Printed
course
materials
• prepared by teams of experts,
• designed for independent 
study
Mismatch:
e the contents and language 
might not be suitable for 
Hong Kong learners
• some errors in printed materials,
• some not used consistent terms 
Mismatch:
0 some were not capable of 
independent study in a 
text-based system
Human contacts
Face-to-face 
tutoring / 
Online 
tutoring
• trained tutors,
• suggested tutors to use a 
‘sandwich approach’ in the 
meetings,
• not all tutors employed the 
‘sandwich approach’,
• used online communication 
programmes for online 
courses
Mismatches:
e tutors’ training programme 
was not helpful for them to 
facilitate students in learning 
to be independent,
0 tutors were not well trained 
and monitored,
0 some tutors’ styles did not 
cater for individual 
differences between the 
students or help students to 
be independent learners
• some relied on tutors’ 
presentation,
• some met tutors who did not 
present or present too much,
• some met tutors who did not 
present clearly,
• some met ‘lazy’/ not responsible 
tutors
Mismatches:
0 did not perform as students 
studying in tertiary level that 
expected,
0 did not have initiative to take up 
responsibilities,
0 performed as dependent 
learners
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Mission and main support/ facilities provided, 
University’s roles/ work
Student-interviewees’ experiences / 
views
Telephone
tutoring
• trained tutors,
• offered four hours per week
• some students’ study time or 
needs might not meet the time 
slots that tutors offered,
• felt not enough hours
• some did not find it useful
• some did not prepare to ask 
questions or to discuss on 
contents
Mismatch:
0 did not use the support 
appropriately
Human contacts
Marking
assignments
• give comments to help 
students,
• to write clearly
• some received unclear 
comments,
• some received comments not 
clearly written enough
Surgeries • offered in some courses,
• questions and answers mainly 
between tutors and students
• might not attend because of no 
time,
• some might not find them useful,
• some expected they were 
additional tutorials
Mismatch:
0 did not use the support 
appropriately
Facilities
Libraries • provided references and 
information in print, 
audio-visual materials,
• e-library could be accessed 
online,
• seats for studying
• might not use the references 
because course materials were 
enough,
• some students did not have time 
to go,
• some did not want to travel
Mismatch:
e did not use the support 
appropriately
Public
libraries
• provided course materials and 
set books in some public 
libraries
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The University should consider what to do by learning from the students’ practice and 
reflecting on its own practice. As said previously, the mission of an education 
institution is to provide quality support to its students. The mission of the OUHK was 
to develop independent learners, thinkers and problem-solvers. However, the findings 
in this chapter reflected that the University had an espoused mission to develop its 
students to become independent learners. It in fact required its students to be 
independent from the outset. The implications of the findings suggest to the 
University to ponder on at least three areas: the mission in practice on developing 
independent learners, training tutors to help dependent learners to become 
independent learners and the University’s rethinking of its mission and practice. All 
these will be discussed in the next chapter. Some concrete suggestions are also made 
in the next chapter.
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Chapter 10 
Suggestions for Bridging the Mismatches
This chapter contributes some knowledge of the outcomes of the three research 
questions in the aspect of understanding the distance learning context, the students 
and the University in this case study. It first presents the key findings from drawing 
the discoveries from the three research questions together and making a cross 
reference (10.1). Then suggestions are given to students, tutors and the University 
involved in this study (10.2 -  10.5).
10.1 The mismatches within and between parties
Based on the view that independent learning is a more favourable learning style in 
distance education, the key findings from this study were, first, that there were 
mismatches within the students, the tutors and the University itself. Second, there 
were mismatches between the three parties.
There was a mismatch between the students’ understanding of distance education, the 
study skills with which they were equipped and those they were required to display 
when practising in the distance learning mode. The students’ past learning 
experiences and study skills did not match with the study demand of this mode which 
required a higher level of independence and initiative than studying in a conventional 
face-to-face mode. They could not manage their study so smoothly or progress as 
well as they intended to. The mismatch between the support needed and provided 
created problems in students’ management of their study and the use of support.
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There was a mismatch between the students’ mentality to study and the University 
philosophy. The University had an understanding of its dependent students but its 
practice did not address the issue properly. This created a mismatch between what the 
University meant to provide and the students’ expectations of support and the tutors’ 
styles. The mismatch of styles between teaching and learning was considered as ‘not 
good teaching’ according to the students’ beliefs or expectation. The situations were 
worsened when students’ learning styles did not go together with tutors’ styles of 
conducting tutorials. Students found their ways to explore extra tutor support as to 
handle their learning needs after all. They also did not make use of some available 
support because they needed face-to-face support or the like. They felt that the 
physical facilities or indirect human support might not be helpful or convenient 
enough to use.
There was a mismatch between the tutors’ real practice and the University’s training. 
The tutors’ practice in supporting tutees’ learning, reported by the 
student-interviewees and observed in tutorials, did not match with what was 
suggested in their training programme and the tutor manual. To make it clear here, the 
tutors’ voices, in this context, were not heard. Discoveries were reflected from 
student-interviewees’ voices and the observation in tutorials. The mismatch between 
the expected and the real ‘face of the University’ received comments and criticisms 
from students. It also raised the questions about what were their beliefs in teaching 
and learning, and if they were quality tutors in facilitating tutees’ learning.
It seems that the University wanted to achieve its mission of “Education for All” 
without employing strategies related to teach/educate students according to individual
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differences, a principle also advocated by Confucius, for educating Chinese learners 
in the Chinese heritage culture. The standarised support was adopted from the 
western origin of distance education rather than some indigenous ideas. The 
University has been providing a monotype of support to all students which did not 
acknowledge the students’ identity and learning needs sufficiently well.
In short, there were many unclear areas and misunderstandings between the three 
parties. It is crucial to bring the minds of the parties together for the development of 
the students and the University.
After having a better understanding of the novice Hong Kong Chinese distance 
learners, it is strongly recommended here that the University should provide guidance 
for its students to become distance learners with scaffolding steps. For example, the 
University could borrow Grow’s (1991) learning model to plan for providing courses 
and programmes, and appropriate support. It should take the initial steps to create a 
context which allowing students and tutors to change. It has the obligation to fulfill its 
mission. The University has to be accountable to its main source of income, the 
tuition fees collected from students. It has the need to maintain a satisfying level of 
educational service within the ‘globalised’, ‘marketised’ and student-centred 
education with a tense competition where the arms of the local universities have 
become the University’s competitors for adult learners. A list of the Hong Kong 
universities with their arms and websites was attached as Appendix R.
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10.2 Suggestions made to the parties respectively
Suggestions were given to students, tutors and the University accordingly by the 
student-interviewees and by drawing from the implications of findings. The ideas 
presented were based on the social constructive views in learning. For each party, 
there were two sets of suggestions provided. The first set was given by the 
student-interviewees making references from their first person experiences. The 
second set was based on the learning from the related literature and drawing insights 
from the findings of this study. The suggestions made by the student-interviewees 
were given in the interviews and telephone discussions. The related questions asked 
to the student-interviewees in the first and second in-depth interviews respectively 
were “Do you have enough academic support, e.g. facilities, tutor/peer support? What 
do you want more of?”, “Any suggestions would you give to the OUHK, potential 
students, fellow students?”
It is good to leam that there were opportunities to bridge the gaps between the minds 
for at least two reasons. First, good practices were found in students and tutors. It was 
found that not all students had a big difference in thinking from the University. 
Referred from previous findings, there were five student-interviewees, Bertha, Esther, 
Ian, Jason and Wayne, who seemed to have a view that was relatively closer to the 
University’s philosophy, by not justifying their academic achievements. Some helpful 
tutors were seen too. Good examples were there. In fact, the University probably only 
needs to do a bit more to help. Second, the Chinese learners had displayed the 
learning motives and attitudes that allowed themselves to be helped. Just some 
stepping-stones were needed for them to gain confidence and start off. As tutors were 
the front line educators, so relatively more concrete suggestions will be given that
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focus on their interactions with students, when comparing the suggestions given to 
the University and the students.
10.3 Suggestions made to novice students
Suggestions given here first came from the student-interviewees’ own mouths when 
they reflected and gave advice to their fellows or potential students. Based on insights 
gained from the findings, some suggestions have been made for novice students. 
Experienced students or potential students could use these as a reference to reflect on 
their thoughts.
10.3.1 Suggestions from the student-interviewees
The ideas in this section have been organised to address the study demands at 
different stages of studying. Student-interviewees said they would advise their 
potential peers to take up their responsibilities.
Table 10.1: Suggestions given to novice students by the student-interviewees.
Understanding and Practice o f  Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f Hong Kong
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Stages of 
managing the 
study
Suggestions
Preparation - to think thoroughly before taking action,
- to get sufficient knowledge about the learning mode,
- to be prepared psychologically for studying long years with 
commitment,
- to invest time and effort, to be persistent, not to give up easily, be 
self-disciplined,
to enjoy the learning process, see studying as a goal to achieve, not 
for job promotion only,
to just take a course to try out in the first semester,
- not to take many courses at a time,
- to have a look into course materials before taking new courses,
- to be aware of their performance in familiar subjects, e.g. with
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Stages of 
managing the 
study
Suggestions
working experience, would be better than taking unfamiliar 
subjects, and 
- to choose the courses that they are interested in
Studying 
skills during 
course time
to be prepared practically for the language demands,
to learn to manage time -  arranged a studying schedule,
to follow the suggested schedule and progress as much as possible,
- to attend tutorials,
- to have early revision for examinations,
- to do some past examination papers or self-tests, and
to be prepared that the examination performance will be weaker 
than doing TMAs
Others - to take a rest after busy work,
to take a break after having finished all TMAs or taken 
examinations, and
to consider taking a break if they face big problems, 
to reflect on what and why studied
10.3.2 Suggestions made from drawing insights from the findings 
Dependent learners need to change their mentality through the process of 
transformation to become independent learners. Chinese education beliefs encourage 
reflection for deep learning and improvement. Many many new Hong Kong distance 
learners are dependent learners with habits and beliefs about learning that have 
developed in didactic classrooms. They believe that teachers/tutors are the authority 
and they rely on their instructions (Kember, 2001), so “expressions of striving 
towards autonomy [should] involve a shift in ingrained beliefs” (Li et al., 2000, p 24). 
‘Taking up my responsibility’ was a slogan for some learners interviewed in this study. 
Indeed, they should “internalise [their] responsibility” (Kember, 1995, p 219) and 
practice what they say, in order to help themselves and to use support more 
effectively.
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Brookfield (1987) describes five phases of critical thinking which can serve as a 
reference for the novice students. Putting the theory into practice, novice students 
should bring or develop a new view of how they should learn in distance education by 
self-reflection and through learning from other students’ experiences and examples. 
They had experienced plenty of triggering events. They then needed to reflect if their 
mentality and study skills were matched with the study demands. They could take 
advice from the University or other students to develop appropriate views and study 
skills. They could test their thoughts through taking action and reflecting on their 
performances. They should adjust their views and actions accordingly until they feel 
satisfied.
Practically, students should make good use of the available support. Reading printed 
information in detail that could be available on campus and in the public libraries, 
could give some ideas for choosing courses and programmes. In addition, students 
could contact human resources such as the tutors and course co-ordinators for advice.
Seeking advice or sharing with some experienced students before applying courses is 
a useful psychological and practical preparation for clearing queries and uncertainty. 
Taking courses on study skills or language skills could be considered.
Students should improve their study skills initially. Reading books or materials on 
study skills to gain ideas and practising the skills in daily work would lead to better 
preparation. Practising analytical thinking skills can further facilitate one’s learning. 
Getting used to ask ‘Why?’ and ‘Why not?’; comparing previous knowledge or 
experiences with the new contents and contexts by finding out ‘What are the
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differences?’ or ‘What are the similarities in between?’ are all helpful to doing course 
work.
Brushing up their English language skills before taking courses might decrease the 
workload and improve performance. However, the effects would not be seen in short 
periods of time. An early preparation or studying in Chinese are suggested as 
alternatives.
10.3.3 A discussion on the suggestions to novice students
Real effort and persistence have to be made if novice students are to take the advice 
presented above to become independent students. It has been learned that mentality 
and behaviour transformation take a long time. It has been learned that self-reflection 
on triggering events needs critical thinking skills and have to make sense with 
experiences. These all take time and some wisdom. It is not easy to change a habit of 
action or thoughts. In this case, novice students have to invest time and mental energy 
and practical actions with effort to transform from a dependent learning style to an 
independent learning style.
Novice students need to pay more attention to a few suggestions advised in order to 
help themselves to take up responsibilities and to adapt to the distance learning mode 
a bit more easily. An awareness of the transformation process, the distance learning 
mode and English language standard all need extra great effort and patience.
As discussed in Chapter Two, Hong Kong students have been trained to be dependent 
learners, or at least are not trained to be independent learners. Making changes within
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a short period, say between the time of making up the mind and the end of the second 
year of study, is not very promising. Thinking a bit pessimistically, some students 
might need the whole study life to learn but might not be successful. Some novice 
students might need a few years to learn to be independent students. Some students 
even are not able to transform. They might perform as dependent learners all through 
the years of study. They would use support and make complaints if they cannot get 
sufficient support as they expect all the time. In addition, psychological and mental 
preparation alone may not be sufficient to bring transformation. Here, novice students 
indeed need scaffolding measures provided by their tutors and the University. Joint 
efforts from the parties might be needed to accelerate the development process.
Understanding of distance learning through various means should be an essential step 
in the preparation stage of doing the study. Watching TV programmes introducing the 
OUHK and study life, reading newsletters, newspapers or any publication in the 
multi-media prepared by the OUHK are some of ways. However, potential students 
might need to be aware of a bias in views presented by the University. Potential 
students indeed could ask experienced students, graduated students and dropout 
students about why to become involved and how to deal with the study events. They 
could read course set books and course materials put in the University Library and 
some public libraries. It is hoped that more relevant information or real-life 
experience sharing might help potential students to make critical judgements and 
appropriate decisions.
Potential students also need to be aware of the language demands if they choose to 
study English courses. First, reading course materials in public libraries could provide
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some ideas of the language standards required. Second, they need to have a clear 
understanding of their own language standards by finishing a self-diagnostic quiz of 
English proficiency. If they find themselves do well, they could continue to pursuit 
the study. If they find the result is not satisfying, they should take some brush-up 
measures before registering on any other courses.
Second, they could take language enhancement courses offered by the University. As 
stated in the prospectus, the University itself has been offering both pre-foundation 
level study skills courses and degree-level language enhancement courses (The Open 
University of Hong Kong, 1999, 2000a & 2001b etc.). Credits gained from 
completing the degree-level language courses are counted towards the free-choice 
credit component. I suspect that many students do not want to spend money and time 
to take study skills or language enhancement courses. In this study, only Hugo took a 
pre-foundation course a few years before re-starting his study. No other 
student-interviewees mentioned that they had taken any of these courses. Generally 
speaking, they focused on studying the courses in the pursued programme. This again 
reflects that students might not be willing to spend time to prepare for the language 
requirement. Ironically, I myself would suspect the effectiveness of studying a foreign 
language in a distance learning mode. This issue needs more research to provide 
information for making sensible judgements.
Third, potential students could take language courses offered by any education 
institutions which are registered with the Government. Those courses are mn in a 
direct teaching mode. Cathy took an English course before doing the study. Ian took a 
course after failing in the business communication course. They expressed that those
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courses helped them in different aspects. Currently, the Government sponsors a 
number of language programmes. Potential students in fact can make use of the 
chance.
The University might need to show students the advantage of improving their 
language competence before and/or during the study. The problem here is that, 
although the University has provided language enhancement courses, not many 
students will take them. They do courses that contribute to the qualifications aimed at. 
They might want to save time, money and effort. However, they might not be sure if 
doing a language improvement course would ease their difficulties in dealing with 
language demands. In turn, they might in fact save some time. Students might need 
some successful examples to refer to. This again requires the University’s effort.
Alternatively, potential students could study Chinese programmes instead. A more 
critical thought is to reconsider if they could manage their study through the distance 
learning mode. They might need to think deeply and seriously if they would study 
better in a mode that they are familiar with.
10.4 Suggestions made to tutors
Suggestions offered here first came from the student-interviewees. They have been 
drawn from their experiences with human contacts. Referring to the observation and 
students-interviewees’ reporting of their experiences, suggestions have been made 
accordingly.
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10.4.1 Suggestions from the student-interviewees
The student-interviewees did not give concrete suggestions to the tutors. Instead, they 
gave comments, accepted what they had and/or found their own ways out. Overall 
speaking, face-to-face learners preferred more presentation and closer guidance while 
motivated learners wanted to be facilitated, to have chances to participate in 
discussion or in class collaborative learning.
10.4.2 Suggestions made from drawing insights from the findings
Tutors might need to have a clear idea of their roles and to improve their tutoring 
skills if necessary. They faced some problems in facilitating students’ various learning 
needs with a range of capabilities. While novice students were suggested to have a 
paradigm shift, tutors were suggested to do so as well. A thorough re-thinking of their 
beliefs in education and their practice in teaching and learning would allow them to 
be more open-minded in the ways of facilitating their tutees. It also would allow them 
to ponder if they were suitable to be tutors in the distance learning mode.
Facilitating new learners to develop a believe in independent learning 
Tutors’ roles are twofold: facilitating learners to become independent and helping 
them to learn subject knowledge. Helping learners to have a paradigm shift in their 
perceptions of learning should be the first task. Brockett and Hiemstra (1991) suggest 
that facilitating students’ critical reflection is one of the strategies to help learners to 
help themselves.
Tutors first should inform learners how they will be supported or facilitated to 
become independent learners gradually and state veiy clearly that their own effort is
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critical. Tutors can then suggest to learners to share reflections and learning 
experiences and ponder on ‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions (Cranton, 1994) and 
‘why not’. Be realistic. It takes a long time for a person to change a belief or 
mentality. Tutors would not have much time to work with learners for a paradigm 
shift in reality since tutorial sessions are limited and time is tense. The initial goal of 
employing critical thinking should be set for arousing learners ’ awareness of using 
new learning approaches to become self-determined learners.
To make use of the limited time, reflective questions related to triggering learning 
events and expectations to learners’ own learning at a distance can be included in a 
welcoming letter and sent before the first tutorial meeting. Tutors should remind 
learners to prepare for sharing what they have learned from the triggering events with 
reference to the reflective questions. In the first tutorial, some time should be 
allocated for tutors and learners to get familiar with one another. The sharing of 
previous experiences and new thoughts could both serve as an ice-breaking activity 
and a time of precious exchanges. Tutors should make sure that learners have got a 
very clear idea of what they are expected to do as adult learners in the first place. 
Morgan (1995, p 59) suggests that “students’ motivation is more likely to be intrinsic 
when they have some responsibility for what they leam and how they leam it.” Tutors 
should also suggest to learners to reflect from time to time by using the institution 
expectations and their own expectations as points of reference.
Facilitating learning o f subject Imowledge in tutorials or online
Application of the SSDL model (Grow, 1991) could be one of the many ways. Tutors
can apply the model in each tutorial session and/or throughout the whole course
duration.
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During each tutorial session, tutors could break the session into parts, to start with a 
mini-lecture or presentation of key points. Then some learning activities could be 
introduced to the whole class or in small groups, such as discussion and presentation, 
role-playing, problem solving or case study related to what has been presented. 
Towards the end of each session, tutors could ask learners to read some related 
paragraphs or passages, with some questions provided for learners to think and voice 
opinions. Learners should be encouraged to comment or challenge their peers’ views. 
At the end of the session, learners should draw up the conclusions.
At the course level, tutors could give some lectures at the beginning of the courses. 
More learner-centered activities requiring active participation could be introduced 
gradually in the consecutive sessions. Towards the end of the courses, learners could 
perform peer tutoring by previewing course contents and presenting to the class, and 
invite discussion or comments in tutorials. Tutors could then facilitate learners to 
draw up key points or conclusions and clarify doubts.
To speed up the learning process, tutors could suggest that learners reflect critically 
on their own performances in the tutorial and their current learning. A self-evaluation 
exercise in fact can remind learners repeatedly of the goals of learning and provide 
chances for transformation in attitudes, decisions and actions.
It would be more ideal if there were more tutorial sessions in the foundation level 
courses. The tutors then could make use of these first periods to help learners to 
change their mindsets, to prepare them with some study skills, to give some lectures 
as a knowledge base for learning the courses. If a two-hour session is not enough for
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conducting various activities each time, extending the hours of each meeting would 
be one possible choice.
Provision of online support is also based on the concept of providing scaffolding to 
learners (Oliver, 1999; Fung, 2004). To facilitate the online interaction, Fung suggests 
that tutors
may start by posting specific messages aimed at clarifying some abstract 
theories or arguments discussed in the readings in order to attract more 
students to browse the messages first. Then they can gradually pose some 
specific questions on the applications of such ideas and, still later, the 
more open type of analytical and evaluative questions.
Fung, 2004, p 146.
Fung’s suggestion is in line with Grow’s SSDL model. Trudy had worked along the 
stages of SSDL to provide transition for her learners from dependent to more 
independent learners. Although the desired outcome, for learners to become 
self-directed learners, was not seen at the end of the course, she had done her part. 
She could be a mentor to new tutors.
Developing an ethos
To be aware of learners’ psychological learning needs is also an important issue to be 
addressed. For example, Dirkx (2001) stresses this point by writing The power o f 
feelings: emotion, imagination, and the construction o f meaning in adult learning. 
Helping learners to build up a positive self-concept is also discussed in Lim, 2001. 
Lim (p 43) reports that there are some studies (Hattie, 1992; Lyon, 1993; Mboya, 
1989) which “indicate that a learner with a higher academic self-concept tends to 
have a higher level of academic achievement”.
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Facilitating learners to leam collaboratively out of class is suggested here. It should 
be seen as an extended learning activity managed by learners themselves. It would be 
the time for learners to demonstrate their independence in learning. Tutors or the 
University could promote the learning activity by helping to form groups and 
allocating venues. Students are free to join within the scheduled time voluntarily.
If possible, tutors or course co-ordinators could pop in as observers, to collect 
information to be followed up in regular tutorials. Be cautious not to make those 
meetings as additional tutorials. So, the aims of the arrangement, and expectation to 
learners’ roles must be explained very clearly, and be followed.
A further step to take
It seems that quiet learners have been ignored a bit (e.g. Fung, 2004; Oliver, 1999 and 
in Tmdy’s class). It is argued that it would be better if tutors can invite passive, timid 
or quiet learners to participate. Some of those interviewed in this study said they kept 
quiet because of not having sufficient self-confidence. An intervention in time in the 
form of invitation or showing concern can help to stimulate learning desire or interest. 
Evidence was found in this study. Justified by my observation and experience in 
working in the field of education, some passive or quiet learners are potentially at a 
higher risk of failure. Being invited, they would feel they were being remembered, 
reminded and treated as important as other learners. They would not feel they were 
being left out. Tutors could also arrange paired or small group discussion. This would 
allow some quiet or passive learners to have some chances to be involved. Some 
learners, of course would like to study alone (Fung, 2004). It is up to the learners’ 
choice and preference. However, this could not be an excuse for tutors not to take the
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initiative, as “[t]he greater the academic integration, the greater the chances of 
success” (Picciano, 2001, p 95). Indeed, the tutor’s role in providing scaffolding is to 
promote academic integration.
10.4.3 A discussion on the suggestions to the tutors
Tutors have to be reminded that they face some limitations if they want to help their 
tutees under the current context. There are some implications on the University’s 
practice.
Be aware o f time neededfor transformation
Under the current tutorial schedule, tutors and tutees would not find enough time for 
facilitating the development of an independent learning style. This implies that longer 
contact time is needed. Tutors have no power to increase contact hours or sessions, 
although some limited cases were reported by the student-interviewees. This has 
implications for the University’s operation of support and staff arrangement.
Tutors’ limitations in professional training
Although there are plenty of practical actions that can be performed by tutors in 
tutorials, they still face limitations. They have not been trained to meet the students’ 
needs in developing into independent learners. They have not been trained with 
sufficient education techniques to deal with transforming mentality. Allowing tutors 
to become better tutors for facilitating tutees’ learning, the University indeed has to 
take the initiative with tutor training.
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How the University should respond to the time issue and tutors’ training will be 
discussed in the next sections.
10.5 Suggestions made to the University
As said previously, the University seems to have an obligation to provide support in 
the sense of developing its students, tutors and itself. All suggestions made below are 
aimed at developing distance learners to become independent learners ultimately.
10.5.1 Needs that the University should address
The University should address the issues from three perspectives: students’ 
development, training tutors and reflection on itself.
A need to develop independent learners
The findings of this study have suggested that it was not realistic for the University to 
expect novice students to exercise the study approach that it wanted to impart once 
the students joined the University. The University might have a clear understanding 
that most Hong Kong students learned through a didactic approach before joining it. 
Viewed from a constructivist perspective, students need to be helped to become 
independent learners through a guiding process.
A need to develop helpful tutors
The tutors’ quality was a crucial factor affecting the students’ learning and 
performance. The University has the responsibility to train competent and supportive 
tutors. The management and academic boards should re-think how they should train 
their tutors, who are the faces of the University.
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Through years of traditional teaching and learning styles developed in primary and 
secondary schooling, Hong Kong students can easily accept and follow what the 
teachers do in class. They would hardly stand up to and suggest alternatives. When 
they first start to leam in the distance learning mode and expected to become 
independent learners, the tutors should take the chance to help. Their qualities and 
attitudes were described as crucial factors affecting students’ learning, other than the 
course materials. The University had the responsibility to train competent and 
supportive tutors. Learning from the student-interviewees’ voices, the University 
should handle the issue seriously.
The University should need to rethink its mission and practice
To bridge the gaps, the effort from the University was cmcial as it was the provider of 
education. It needed to face and make appropriate adjustments to its practices to 
develop independent learners and train their tutors, described by Roger as the faces of 
the University.
As discussed earlier, the University, then the OLIHK, was established with the 
thought of implementing a direct teaching system with an open entry policy. 
Somehow, after several rounds of discussion, the final outcome was a distance 
learning mode of education. The decision made rested on the Government and the 
University Council that were responsible for the setting up of the institution. It was 
also discussed in Chapter Nine that the University might not have a real or thorough 
understanding of its students. In order to be an improving and a responsible education 
provider, the University might need to reconsider its mission and practice with 
reference to the facts and figures that they collect through statistics every year. They
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also need to hear the voices from students and the general public. They also need to 
observe reflectively on how Hong Kong adults vote for a learning system with their 
feet.
The University might consider to provide choices for students to opt for face-to-face 
learning or distance learning. This will be elaborated further in the section suggesting 
to the University to make large-scale changes.
10.5.2 Suggestions from the student-interviewees
The student-interviewees gave suggestions to the University regarding academic 
support, facilities provided, and ways to improve the provision of support. The 
academic support that they suggested again reflects what face-to-face learners need a 
lot. If ‘the ways that the University could improve’ were put into practice, then the 
ideas would bring some long-term effects.
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Table 10.2: Suggestions made to the University by the student-interviewees.
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Types of 
support
Suggestions
Academic
support
- to show how to select courses appropriately,
- to provide two streams of learning modes to facilitate different 
students’ needs, that is to give lectures or encourage independent 
learning,
- to create chances for students to meet up deliberately for sharing 
experiences,
- to provide more tutorial sessions,
- to increase more telephone tutoring sessions or to introduce a 
flexible timetable, and
to provide a revision session before administrating the examination
Facilities - to enlarge the library for more seats and more resources, 
to provide more places for studying before examinations,
- to arrange more tutorials on campus,
to locate study centers/ tutorial venues within easy transportation 
accessibility, and
- to use better-equipped tutorial venues, quieter and newer
Ways to 
improve
- to have more communication with academic staff and 
administrative staff,
- to understand failed students by interviewing them, to see what 
could be done to help, and
- to recruit more tutors like Trudy
10.5.3 Suggestions made from drawing insights from the findings
The University has been facing some trigger events: the staff members have more
work to keep the students; the graduation rate is not high, (see Table 10.3 and Figure
10.1); it is losing its students (see Table 10.3 and Figure 10.1); it faces competition
from other institutions. For example, The Chinese University of Hong Kong -  Tung
Wah Group of Hospitals Community College took up its first cohort of students in
September 2005. Currently, it can accommodate around 2,500 full-time students and
2,000 part-time students with its two campuses. Facts and figures from two other
continuing arms of Hong Kong universities please refer to Appendix Q.
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Table 10.3: Figures of numbers and percentage of graduates in degree programmes
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and existing population for OUHK from 1999 to 2004.
Year
Head count
1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004-05
Degree graduate 1857 2079 2038 2315 2207 2270
Existing population 21005 25722 22380 21810 20076 19941
% of graduate 8.84 8.08 9.10 10.61 10.99 11.38
Figure 10.1: The graphic presentation of the figure of number of graduates in degree 
programmes and existing population for OUHK from 1999 to 2004-05.
Number of graduates in degree programmes and 
existing population for OUHK from 1999 to 2004-05.
Head count
1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004-05 Year
Findings from this study suggest that the University should evaluate its current 
practices when maintaining the same mission “Education for All”. It might also need 
to address the strategy of educating students according to individual differences. This 
was promoted by Confucius a few thousand years ago and indeed is a current concern 
of Hong Kong education provision to primary and secondary students. At the moment, 
according to the data from this study, it seems that there was no obvious evidence that 
the University had paid sufficient awareness to its learners’ identity -  people leam 
through education/support. The standardised distance education mode of support,
408
including administrative support, course material design, face-to-face/online tutorials, 
surgeries, physical facilities, etc. might not be able to meet the diversified needs from 
students of different capabilities and learning styles. That is, some modifications may 
need to be made.
The training o f students
The University might have to deal more reflectively with its students’ beliefs about 
learning and teaching. Most Hong Kong novice distance learners have no experience 
of independent learning and might not be ready to become independent learners (e.g. 
Pratt, 1988; Kember, 2001; Li et a l , 2000, and this study) either in a didactic or a 
distance learning context.
The University might have to pay attention to students who might not have prepared 
themselves psychologically or practically to manage distance learning so well. When 
students fail to overcome the hurdles of independent learning, many of them tend to 
leave the system. The student-interviewees involved in this study experienced 
different kinds of problems at different levels. They were persistent learners indeed. 
They all continued their study although they faced difficulties or even dropped or 
failed in some courses. One of the possible explanations would be their strong 
determination reflected from the efforts they made. They had some degree of high 
achievement motivation. Another explanation would be their sound preparations, 
academically and/or psychologically, done before the formal start of their study. I 
suppose that students having similar characteristics to these student-interviewees 
would be a minority group in the Hong Kong context.
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If the University maintains that its mission is the correct one and wants its students to 
respond to it accordingly, then it has to inform its learners of the mission, and the 
principles, expectations and requirements of study approaches through all 
publications or media. This would allow the potential students to decide whether this 
would suit them, and in turn to have realistic expectations of the kind of support and 
performances they could expect. More sharing sessions on the needs and the 
advantages of independent learning should be arranged. This might contribute some 
psychological motives and comfort when students face study difficulties.
The training o f tutors
The University might need to provide more training to tutors for facilitating 
independent learning. There is a long history of training teachers for adult education 
(Jarvis, 2004). It seems now that there is a need to train tutors for distance learning. 
Hong Kong tutors are part-time staff who might not have received formal teaching 
training. They themselves might not have experience of distance learning. 
Consequently there have been challenges for them to develop as educators in this 
context.
The University could consider to provide distance education tutor training 
programmes that may contribute to better learning effects for Hong Kong novice 
distance learners. The strategy of training tutors in a way that would enable them to 
gain first-person learning experience as distance learners could be used. Some key 
elements of relevant knowledge, skills and attitudes could include:
1. Knowledge -  significant learning theories, distance learners’ learning 
psychology and practices, local culture and beliefs about education, local
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education systems and their impacts on novice distance learners, local 
research findings and their implications for practice, methodology of teaching 
and learning, such as the seventeen examples presented in Jarvis (2004).
2. Skills -  instructional and presentation techniques, questioning skills, thinking 
skills and mentoring skills. For continuous personal development, tutors might 
need some research and evaluation skills to help them to understand the 
interactions between tutees and themselves.
3. Attitude -  a high degree of commitment, positive views to distance education, 
a willingness to continuous professional improvement.
The University should monitor tutors’ quality and tutoring styles constantly. The high 
turnover of part-time tutors would influence the quality and quantity of support 
available. The University could negotiate with the tutors for a monitoring system for 
maintaining a satisfying level of support. Furthermore, novice tutors need to be 
supported before standing on their own feet in front of groups of students with 
various beliefs in education, diversified educational backgrounds, orientations, and 
study capabilities. A mentoring system could help novice tutors to start their work 
with more confidence and workable ideas. Some good, experienced tutors like Trudy 
could be employed as full-time staff to mentor new tutors.
The suggestions given above aim to remove the barriers or bridge mismatches: 
insufficient study skill, curtailed class cohesion, course choice guidance, language 
incompetence and tutoring styles, by assuming that the kinds of support remain
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basically the same. That is, its mission and practices would remain basically similar 
while adapting some current practices.
10.5.4 Suggestions for relatively drastically changes
The University might need to re-consider its practices critically with reference to its 
beliefs and understanding of its students. Students at different times have tended to 
behave similarly in demanding more guidance or lectures although the University has 
been promoting its support mode for more than fifteen years, since its establishment. 
In this case, the University might need to consider to change the following practices.
The University might not have done enough to train or guide its dependent students to 
become independent students gradually, particularly through the aspect of providing 
tutorial support. The analogy to describe the situation is that of putting non-swimmers 
in the deep end of a swimming pool for the first swimming classes. They would very 
likely be drowned before acquiring the technique. Therefore, the University might 
need to consider if the tutorial support mode should be changed. It was suggested 
earlier that students might need time to make a paradigm shift in learning in an 
alternative way. Sufficient time and guidance should be given to help the novices to 
become independent learners.
More and longer face-to-face sessions could be allocated to foundation courses. That 
is, more than eight tutorials could be arranged for a half-year course. As there are so 
many things to do in tutorials, the University might have to arrange more time for 
tutors and learners to interact. The length of each tutorial session might be extended. 
Maybe the idea of scheduling half-day schools during weekends and holidays could 
be considered. Tutors could then create quality learning time for the learners.
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A hybrid model of a face-to-face lecturing approach and a distance education mode of 
support could be considered in the foundation courses. Series of tutorials in each 
foundation courses could be started with more lecturing time in the early sessions. 
Then tutorials could be conducted with less lecturing time but more discussion in the 
middle of the courses. At the end of the courses, tutorials could be conducted using a 
‘sandwich approach’. Addressing the issue of training, which was brought up in the 
previous section, the University might need to train tutors to equip them with 
knowledge, techniques and attitudes in order to provide appropriate scaffolding to 
guide students from a predominantly lecturing mode towards relatively active 
participation in class, and become independent learners eventually.
An alternative may be to provide a third, mixed mode, of teaching and learning in the 
distance learning context in addition to the dual mode operation. Currently, the 
University is operating in dual modes, distance learning mode and face-to-face mode 
in different programmes. Most of the first-degree programmes have been operating in 
a distance learning mode with some programmes operating in face-to-face mode. For 
example, in the School of Business and Administration, there was a total of nine 
bachelor degree programmes, of which five offered a full-time face-to-face teaching 
mode as well (The Open University of Hong Kong, 2004). The advantage of 
providing a dual mode is to offer choices for students who want flexibility of study 
time, like all the student-interviewees in this study. The University might consider 
offering a third mode -  a mixed mode. The University might consider to offer a 
part-time face-to-face mode in the foundation courses. Independent learning skills 
could be integrated into the curriculum and learning activities. Direct teaching would 
become less frequent in the middle-level course. Students could then study
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independently in a distance learning mode in the higher-level courses. The purpose of 
the mixed mode would be to guide the students gradually to become more 
independent learners, but starting from the study skills with which they are already 
equipped.
The University could consider taking action to help novice learners to leam in an 
environment which encourages peer students to serve as a source of support. 
Currently, students are not obliged to attend tutorials. The University policy allows 
learners to choose courses of any levels and sequences. This freedom of choice 
reduces learners’ contact within and across courses. It was discovered that some 
tutors might suggest that learners to form study groups in the first tutorials. However, 
team members might drop further behind if they are not able to attend tutorials for 
different reasons. Even if they manage to develop a learning relationship in one 
course, it is probably necessary for them to establish a different such relationship 
whenever they move to a new course. Learners might choose to study different 
courses and/ or attend different tutorial groups at their own convenience of time and 
venue. If learners want to enjoy group learning, they have to establish a new 
collaborative relationship. The steps might need to be repeated for each new course. 
In this case, “even the most gregarious [learners] tend to lose interest in social 
networking” (Kember, 1999, p 123).
To facilitate its students’ participation in collaborative learning or their study with a 
consistent cohort, the University could introduce ‘a learning in a cohort scheme’. The 
University first could suggest some routes for novice students, advising on the 
sequences and when to take certain courses. The routes could be based on what
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successful graduated students had passed through. With some administrative 
arrangements, novice students then could follow the sequence of the courses and 
study with the same groups of students if they wish. Novice students could also take 
courses by making reference to the suggested sequences, but opt to attend tutorials by 
using the current tutorial group selection system.
The scheme can help to bridge the gap in course choice guidance although it might 
appear to some educators that the idea is contradictory to the concept of openness for 
choices. Gibbs writes to share a strategy adapted by the University of Phoenix.
Focusing on structured approaches with firm course requirements to a 
fixed schedule, within programmes, rather than flexible approaches, 
within course, may be an effective way forward.
Gibbs, 2004, p 6.
It appears that this issue has been discussed but not sufficiently in the distance or 
open learning literature. However, when educators do look into the issue seriously, 
and ponder on the consequences of novices making the wrong choices, the idea 
should be considered as a guide to help them. The guidance might facilitate learners 
to study with a higher chance of getting through, and to gain confidence to move on. 
Educators can leam from the practice in full-time and part-time face-to-face 
education. Their students are guided through the curriculum designed. It is argued 
here that distance learners should receive similar attention and guidance. Why should 
distance learners have to make their own choices by ‘pick-and-mix’? Novice distance 
learners might have a higher potential to fail without the guidance they need. The 
situation might be described by the analogy that if a novice cook mixes and cooks the 
ingredients of a dish in the wrong sequence, the dish may not be prepared properly.
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To make it clear here, distance education has to allow some degree of openness for 
students’ choice, particularly for adult learners. The University has to respect 
individual differences between the learners both in terms of the support needed and 
their autonomy in making choices. Some learners are more inclined than others to 
favour group learning. Therefore, the suggestions of learning in a cohort across 
courses or some sequenced routes are advised for learners’ reference rather than a 
system to be followed.
The University might also have to consider how to train tutors to facilitate the needs 
of novices after re-considering its practices in the area of tutorial support. Until this 
now, the University seems to have been training tutors with a belief, or an assumption 
that students can become independent learners when they take up the study and learn 
with the current mode of support. The tutors observed in this study were trained and 
required to ‘keep a distance’ from lecturing, although some tutors adjusted their 
practices as described earlier. The training direction or goals might need to be 
adjusted accordingly if the University really wants to make some important or 
significant changes. In this case, training in lecturing skills and scaffolding skills 
should be provided.
To bring about an even more extensive change, the University policy makers would 
need a paradigm shift in offering the educational mode. It might be necessary to 
consider if the distance learning mode is the best for the Hong Kong adult Chinese 
learners who would take advantage of open entry and want to study together. They 
should think critically and creatively if the notions of distance learning, open entry 
and developing independent learners are necessarily to be linked together. What has
Understanding and Practice o f Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f  Hong Kong
Suggestions for Bridging the Mismatches
41 6
been learned from literature and findings of this study seem to suggest that there is 
room for re-consideration.
There is a need to start some thinking from the students’ perspectives and take action 
as soon as appropriate. It has been learned from past experience that the support in 
distance education is in fact teacher-centered, that is set off from the institutional 
consideration, rather than leamer-centered initiatives. Tam (1999, p 10) admits this 
fact and states, “Regrettably, ...East Asian distance education is rather slow in 
making the transition from distance teaching to distance learning.” After Tam made 
this assertion, it seems that not much has changed in the provision of support by the 
University. Many students had not had the chance to be better supported. Some of 
them might have left before finishing their courses. To gain more understanding of 
the students which would help to think from the students’ perspectives, the University 
might also need to consider conducting large-scale research from time to time.
It is important for all parties to reflect on themselves critically. Learning from other 
educational contexts is a second theme. The ideas match, more or less, with the 
Chinese beliefs about making improvements. Chinese learners are encouraged to 
learn from others and to reflect. According to a Chinese saying, “Chinese learners 
should notice others’ strengths and work to emulate them; and to notice their defects 
and try to change if one finds them in oneself too as to improve one’s performance”. 
Some student-interviewees did not reflect on their performance. The non-reflective 
students, tutors and the University should think about making a change. In addition, 
the educators and researchers in the distance learning field can learn from this report 
and do more to reflect for improvement.
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10.5.5 Some supplementary support to consider
The issue of language of instruction needs to be addressed. Tutors have been expected 
to use English in tutorials of English courses (The Open University of Hong Kong, 
2000). However, it was observed and reported that Chinese (Cantonese, a dialect has 
been used in Hong Kong in daily life) was the main language that they had been 
using. This reflects that, first, the learners’ English standard was not up to the 
standard required. Second, it might also reflect that the tutors inclined towards their 
tutees’ needs. Furthermore, I suspect that some tutors might not have enough 
confidence to communicate with their tutees in English.
Teaching language strategies to new learners might be a way to ease their difficulties. 
The University should consider providing courses or activities for improving the four 
language skills, particularly the more in-depth reading and writing skills, and an 
analytical and effective presentation approach. Equipping tutors with competent 
language skills and maintaining a reasonable standard all the time are important too.
The University might need to consider its language policy. Possibly, a mixed 
language policy in some foundation courses would be a way out. Using Cantonese as 
the medium of oral instructions in tutorials might help students to understand tutors’ 
presentations and encourage tutees to speak up. The Hong Kong students who did 
their secondary education before 1997 are familiar with teachers using Cantonese to 
teach in class and with reading English materials. Students might not be able to speak 
well. However, plenty of them were able to present ideas in written English even 
though having grammar mistakes. This suggests that students should have an option 
to study courses in a familiar language context.
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It seems that it is contradictory to suggest a mixed language policy. However, it might 
be a possible strategy to help students adapt to tertiary education in English. The 
ultimate goal is requiring students to use English both in oral and written tasks. The 
University could allow tutors to use Cantonese with novice students in tutorials of 
some foundation courses. Gradually, more and more English is used in middle and 
high level courses. At the same time, tutors need to show how to write well-organised 
essays as Angela and Bertha had reported. This strategy, in fact, is building on to 
students’ pre-requisites.
Some people might regard that if the strategy is employed, the University is catering 
to its students’ language needs. I regard that the process is like weaning babies from 
milk. Here, the University might need to set a workable requirement and real 
expectation to students that they eventually need to communicate with their tutors in 
English when they study courses at a certain level. Using Cantonese is just a 
temporary measure for transition. This is something different from tutors who cater to 
students’ needs by giving lectures instead of using a sandwich approach. The 
intention is different. The outcome is different. Whether the strategy is workable 
needs some research studies after putting the idea into practice.
An alternative, as discussed, is to provide more Chinese programmes for students. 
There is a need. More students might be willing to do programmes in Chinese as the 
mainland China market and job opportunities are expanding. The University could 
also introduce a policy that all students have to finish the self-diagnostic English 
proficiency test. If students’ performance is below a certain standard, they would be 
advised to take Chinese programmes. This action aims at helping students to study 
with less difficulties and frustrations.
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10.6 Summary
There were mismatches found between the students, the tutors and the University in 
provision and receiving of distance education. Concluding from the suggestions made 
by the student-interviewees and implied from the findings, each party had to bear 
some responsibility to make study more effective. All .aimed at facilitating novice 
learners’ development into more independent learners.
Learners need a paradigm shift in the first place so they can be more open to the new 
learning mode. They need to equip themselves for independent learning. They should 
not expect to receive similar structured support as in their previous education 
experiences. They need to make an effort and take action to change. Constructivists 
expect learners to help themselves to construct their own knowledge and develop 
skills. Advice and guidance should be provided, even before a formal application to 
courses and during the learning process. Individual differences in learning styles 
should also be acknowledged.
Tutors are expected by the University to provide quality human support. However, 
they should hold the belief that they are facilitating students to become independent 
learners. Tutors might need some transformation in providing support. They should 
be well trained and monitored to facilitate students’ learning through providing 
scaffolding. Tutors might need to be aware of the limitations of different suggestions 
given. Some thinking and trying might be needed. The University’s readiness to 
change is crucial to facilitate students’ and tutors’ needs.
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The University should consider facilitating learners by helping them to develop the 
concept of constructive learning and providing language support. The University 
might need to evaluate critically its current practice and consider introducing some 
changes which could facilitate the local Chinese learners. Language policy is an 
important area that needs attention. The University should allow time for students and 
tutors to change. Dependent learners cannot change into independent learners 
overnight. Tutors also need time to change their mindset and improve their skills. On 
the other hand, the University needs to take action before waiting too long. A good 
relationship and communication between the parties could ensure a higher level of 
success for all.
Research topics or approaches that might help the University to understand its 
students and make better plans are suggested in the next chapter.
Understanding and Practice o f Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f Hong Kong
Suggestions for Bridging the Mismatches
421
Chapter 11 
Suggestions for Improving Distance Educational Research 
and Practice
This chapter contributes the knowledge of the outcomes of the three research 
questions in relation to conducting research and making use of findings in practice. 
First of all, a model of distance learning in Hong Kong is proposed for further 
development (11.1). Then an overview of my research practice and new learning in 
conducting research is presented (11.2). Finally there is a discussion about future 
research needs and transferring the new understanding into practical ideas. Some 
areas for investigation are suggested for reference (11.3).
11.1 New learning from an organisational research study
There are some theoretical implications for the Hong Kong distance learning context 
drawn from the study. This case study was initially designed as organisational 
research to gain procedure knowledge. Findings and suggestions related to this have 
been presented in the previous chapters. Practical suggestions made to students, tutors 
and the University were discussed. Theoretical implications were identified. A 
distance learning model, based on the findings and implications for the local context 
was developed from the findings and suggestions.
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11.1.1 Theoretical implication on Hong Kong distance learning case
First of all, the performance of the student-interviewees in the distance learning 
context could not be explained solely by applying the Chinese learners’ 
characteristics identified earlier. Many previous studies, although not all, of Chinese 
learners’ performance, investigated students in face-to-face modes, e.g. Watkins and 
Biggs, 1996. There are relatively fewer studies available on Chinese learners in 
distance education at the tertiary level when compared with the studies of those in 
full-time face-to-face modes of learning at various levels of schooling. Some 
examples include the research reported by University staff, Kember et al., 2001 and 
this study. However, there is not sufficient information to draw a list that could 
describe the Chinese distance learners’ characteristics. There is not enough literature 
or data to explain the Chinese distance learners’ philosophy or mentality in managing 
the study and use of support. Similarly there is not enough literature or data to 
describe any developmental trend of these novices becoming experienced 
independent learners. There have not been enough studies of the University and its 
staff to explain the thoughts and practices used to provide distance education and 
support in the current context, or to meet students’ diversified needs. To bridge the 
gaps, further research has to be considered for constructing a theory or building an 
archive for research consumers’ use. As China might have one of the biggest potential 
populations studying at a distance, research is needed urgently.
11.1.2 A model o f distance learning in Hong Kong
Based on the findings from this small-scale research, a model of novice distance 
learners studying in the Hong Kong distance education mode is proposed. It is hoped 
that this model can bring up discussion, and arouse many more researchers’ and
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educators’ attention to the need to conduct research and reflect on their practice in 
providing support and services to distance learners in their own culture and context. 
The study path of the student-interviewees might depend on their dimensions of 
adaptation to the distance learning mode, and how they managed their study initially 
and used the support available. Therefore, they become the key elements of the model 
that is illustrated as follows.
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Figure 11.1 A model of how some novice students managed distance learning in 
Hong Kong
Novice learners o f different dimensions o f adaptation to a distance learning mode
Seemed more difficult to adapt to 
a distance learning mode
Seemed easier to adapt to 
a distance learning mode
Tried initially with equipped study skills acquired from previous education i
Studying courses required independent study skills according to the University’s philosophy
Felt fineFelt demanding
<4—
! | |  I
I Using extra time and effort i I Using allocated time and effort I
Could not manage 
< -----------------------
Could manage 
 ►
Dropped..-***
I Using support to manage studying tasks j
Some returned to take courses |
__________________ X -
Students used same types o f support provided with differences in tutors’ styles 
Not involved / not helpful tutors Involved / helpful tutors
Dropped / 
failed
Some returned to take courses
I
Using extra support to 
manage studying tasks
Study performance and outcomes
Managed tasks with difficulties
4 ........................  - -
Managed tasks without difficulties 
  ►
j
1r
Gained credits and learned some study skills
Had not learned to become Had learned to become
better independent learners better independent learners
— w
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Key Explanation
main learning experiences and 
performance
how students managed their study
4 ------------------ ►
a spectrum o f  two related but relatively 
contrasting characteristics
----------------- ► a relatively smoother study path
----------------► a relatively more difficult study path
....................................► returned to take course after dropping out
• ................................ • dropped out/ failed
The texts in the rectangular boxes with solid lines sum up the key learning 
experiences and performances. The texts in the dotted-line boxes between the key 
learning experiences and performance tell how the students managed their study. The 
horizontal two-ended arrows indicate a spectrum of characteristics that are related but 
relatively contrasting. The solid vertical arrows on the right indicate a relatively 
smoother study path. These students faced less mismatches and problems. The dotted 
vertical arrows on the left indicated a relatively more difficult study path. These 
students faced more difficulties and problems. Eventually, some students gained the 
credits they wanted no matter how smooth or difficult the study path was. However, 
some students had learned to become better distance learners while some had not. It 
has to be noted here that there was no absolute linear relationship found between the 
stages of key learning experiences and performance. Chances of matching and 
mismatching could happen somewhere along the spectrums for individual students 
who found it either easier or more difficult to adapt to a distance learning mode 
initially. That is, students might not always experience or perform closer to either the 
right ends or left ends all the time.
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Novices involved themselves in distance learning with different dimensions of 
adaptation. Some found it easier while some found it more difficult to adapt to the 
learning mode. As discussed in Chapter Five, the spectrum of adaptation is an 
accumulative effect of novices’ educational background, study skills and learning 
styles. The novices with better academic achievements in their previous face-to-face 
education, with better study skills and English, and with a relatively more 
independent learning styles seem to find it easier to adapt to the distance learning 
mode. Their points of reference should be located towards the right end of the 
spectrum. The novices of contrasting characteristics seem to experience more 
difficulties in adapting to the learning mode. Their points of reference tend to be more 
towards the left end of the spectrum.
Findings from this research point out that most of the novices usually first try to 
manage by using the study skills with which they are already equipped to manage 
courses that require more independent skills. Some novices will get through the study 
path without big problems. Some of them having characteristics that enable a better 
adaptation to the distance learning mode might be able to manage their study on a 
relatively smoother path. They could manage their study through their own efforts 
and using the available support, without demanding extra support. Some of them 
continue the study without many problems. However, they might face some 
mismatches when they study the types of courses that they are relatively weak in or 
do not receive enough support with. Some of them continue smoothly and gain 
credits. Some of them have learned to become better independent learners.
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More mismatches and problems might occur when the novices do not have sufficient 
study skills or the learning styles do not match with the requirements. They face 
problems when studying types of courses that they are not good at. When some 
novices could not manage initially, they would use support in the ways that they find 
helpful. Some would use extra support in their own ways. At this stage, some of the 
continuing students might still find it difficult to manage the study. Some would drop 
courses or drop-out. Some would drop-out permanently from the study while some 
might return to retake same courses or take new courses after some time. They might 
pass the courses and gain credits eventually. However, they might not have learned to 
become better distance learners.
The implications of this model include that
1. novice students might need to own learning characteristics that contribute to 
better dimensions of adaptation to a distance learning mode.
2. Novice students might need support from the University which are available 
and which they find helpful.
3. Useful support could help novice students to study more easily even if they 
start without sufficient study skills for independent learning.
4. Novice students should prepare themselves initially, as support might not fit 
their needs well.
5. Students might get through their distance learning paths with different 
experiences. Sometimes they can manage smoothly when they own the 
characteristics for a better adaptation to distance learning, after using allocated 
time and effort and meeting involved or helpful tutors. On the contrary, some 
students get through a more rugged path. They do not possess necessary
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characteristics for a better adaptation to the learning mode. They might need 
to invest more effort and time in their study. When they encounter tutors who 
are not involved or help fill, they tend to have a higher risk of failing.
6. When novice students face difficulties or fail in courses, some might drop-out 
while some might strive to continue. Some might leave the study for a period 
of time and return to do the study.
7. The individual differences in learning styles and use of support available 
among the novices can bring about different performances and outcomes.
8. At the end of the day, some students might leam to become more independent 
students while some remain as dependent learners.
9. Corresponding to the students’ learning needs and characteristics, the 
University might need to monitor, improve and change its types of support.
11.1.3 Generalisation o f findings o f this study and the model proposed 
Meaningful learning allows a transfer of lessons learned. Lessons learned could be 
applied to reflect on what the learners have done or what they have been doing. That 
is, “retrospective generalization” using the words of Eisner (1991, p 204, emphasis in 
original). Lessons learned could be applied to draw possible predictions and 
assumptions based on others’ experiences. That is, “anticipatoiy generalization” in 
Eisner’s words (1991, p 204, emphasis in original). The key step is to identify similar 
contexts or situations.
In this thesis, I have learned to use new and familiar research skills to discover 
whether there are mismatches in the processes of distance education provision and 
receipt in my research contexts. I have justified the validity of my data and findings
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to enable generalizations if this is required. I have written in detail what has been 
seen and expressed. I have proposed “A model of how some novice students managed 
distance learning in Hong Kong” for reference. Now is time for the critical step to use 
attribute analysis (Eisner, 1991, p 202, emphasis in original) and image matching 
(Eisner, 1991, p 202, emphasis in original) to identify similar situations or contexts to 
which my findings and suggestions could be generalised or transferred.
Both the retrospective and anticipatory generalisations of the findings from this 
research could be applied to the OUHK Schools in which my student-interviewees 
studied and the whole OUHK itself. This study focused on understanding a group of 
novice students from the School of Business and Administration. Many more students 
who are of similar educational backgrounds and qualifications, taking advantage of 
open entry, have been studying in the same school, or in one of the schools of the 
University. In the School of Business and Administration, students might take the 
same courses and face similar problems and meet some of the tutors mentioned. The 
findings from the novice students and the model proposed based on the findings are 
mostly related to the same school. These should ring bells for the staff of the School.
All the Schools of the University which are providing distance learning programmes 
to local students should leam lessons from this study. Except for a few courses and 
programmes, the University is providing distance education to students who are 
taking the advantage of open entry. Some phenomena similar to the discoveries 
reported in this thesis were identified in other studies conducted by their staff. The 
findings from this research could be shared with all Schools of the University. All 
staff should reflect on the current practice of providing distance education and
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supporting students. They should reflect on the impacts on all the students and the 
University itself.
The School and the University should also make use of the finding to anticipate what 
might happen when facing new students. To avoid the repeating of unfavourable 
conditions, e.g. low graduation rate, employing unhelpful tutors, the University 
should make use of the findings to draw remedial or preventive measure. It is hoped 
that the University could provide suitable programmes and support to all its students 
in future. Follow up should be conducted to monitor the effects of applying any of the 
suggestions made in the previous chapter.
It may be possible to generalise these findings to areas or countries which have 
similar educational contexts as Hong Kong. Developing countries and areas, for 
example those in Asia, Africa or South America, share some similar educational 
characteristics. We have relatively lower graduation rates of full-time tertiary 
education in the whole countries when compared with those in the developed 
countries (Dhanarajan, 2001). A majority of adults have been denied entry to full time 
university programmes. A great number of adults want to gain a qualification or have 
a need to be trained to meet the changing economy, from a manufacturing to a 
knowledge base economic structure. There are many more distance education 
providers in these areas than in developed countries to meet the educational need. 
These areas providing distance education and support are similar to those in Hong 
Kong.
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The distance learners in these developing countries might have similar learning 
experiences as the novice students in this study. Most of them might only have 
experienced a didactic mode of teaching before enrolling in a distance learning 
programme. Hence they may not have had chances to equip themselves with 
independent study skills to meet the demands of studying at a distance. The potential 
population who might face similar problems and demands as the novice students in 
this study is very big. It is not surprising to see a high retention rate in these areas, as 
reported by, for example by Kember, 1995 and Moore and Kearsley, 1996.
In order to minimise or avoid the negative effects of mismatches as discussed in this 
study, I would say that these institutions could learn from this Hong Kong case study 
to reflect on what has been done or provided to their students. These institutions 
could consider making changes to provide appropriate learning modes and support as 
has been suggested to the local university. If there are any new educational 
institutions wanting to provide distance education, they could also leam lessons from 
the findings of this study.
The OUHK and the institutions in the developing countries, providing similar 
education and support and taking in students of similar educational backgrounds, 
should make moves quickly, to reflect on their current practices and to take concrete 
steps to avoid facing the same problems in the future. Many students had already 
faced difficulties and mismatches in their study. What to do now is to prevent the 
same things from happening again and again. However, it has to be remembered that 
the degree of generalisability depends on the educators or research reader’s decision 
“in harmony with the reader’s own experience” (Cohen et al., 2000, p 184).
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11.2 Overview
This section will present an overview of this study. There were some contributions 
made to the field of knowledge about distance education in Hong Kong, including 
strengths and weaknesses in the design and processes. Personally, I have learned 
some new study and research skills in additional to the research knowledge.
11.2.1 Contributions o f the study
The findings of this study contribute to a better understanding of the novice students’ 
practices in studying by distance education in Hong Kong. This study also contributes 
more knowledge about why and how the University provides the education mode and 
the corresponding support. There were mismatches in students’ understanding of and 
practice in their study. There were mismatches in the University’s mission and its 
practice. There were mismatches between the students and the University in receipt 
and provision of the distance learning mode. These main findings call for students’ 
and the University’s attention to mutual understanding and improving the interaction 
through face-to-face contacts or available means. It is hoped that with more 
knowledge gained, a more appropriate educational system could be suggested for 
stretching Chinese learners’ strengths and capabilities in studying and developing 
them into independent learners. All these contribute practically to the education 
system.
Based on the findings, a model was suggested to arouse educators’ discussion and 
reflection on their practice of providing distance education and support. This study 
also helps to draw educators’ attention to Chinese learners’ characteristics. The 
findings reflect that there are plenty of problems for Chinese learners studying in a 
western-oriented model of distance education. How the Chinese learners adapt to the
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learning mode provides a basis for discussing and understanding Chinese students 
both in face-to-face mode and distance learning mode. Novice students’ 
decision-making processes about enrolling in courses or programmes, change of mind 
and plans, shifting of tutorial groups and returning after taking breaks might arouse 
some psychologists’ interest in understanding students’ motivation and sustainability 
of motivation in the distance learning mode. These would contribute to some further 
developments in learning theories.
There are some findings that have potential for psychological aspects of research. 
This study provides knowledge to help understand the novice distance learners in 
Hong Kong. We have learned a lot, which has been presented in previous chapters, 
through reading about their learning experiences. However, there is much more to 
learn because this study has identified more gaps or questions to be investigated. This 
implies that far more research should be done. All these contribute to the theoretical 
aspects of the education system.
To sum up, this study contributes learning about both practical and theoretical aspects 
of what has been understood and needs to be understood in the distance education 
system.
11.2.2 Strengths
One of the strengths of this study was the use of a small sample. I could follow each 
student-interviewee closely with in-depth communication over a period of time. All 
steps were recorded in detail. Student-interviewees shared frankly and co-operatively. 
The novice students’ experiences became the fact and the knowledge base of my 
study. The rich and manageable amount of data collected allowed me to conduct
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intensive and focused content analysis. The degree of reliability and validity was 
further improved.
The data collected were valid. It is quite possible that students of different schools or 
courses would tell similar stories to those told by the student-interviewees in this 
study. Although the student-interviewees were all studying the same course when I 
first interviewed them, they studied different courses afterwards. They shared a range 
of experiences gained from interacting with peers and tutors of different styles. The 
majority of University students receive the same primary and secondary education, 
live and work in the same society and face the same global and societal changes. 
They receive the same mode of education and support when they opt to study in the 
distance learning stream. Both the novice and the experienced student-interviewees 
reported similar learning experiences without much influence from the time factor. 
The observational data collected from the tutorial visits reflected the true picture of 
what student-interviewees observed and shared verbally. In this case, starting this 
study with a small sample would not lower the level of validity.
There have been findings from various studies, some of which were conducted by the 
University staff, providing similar findings on why students enrol and how they 
manage their studies. Those findings could serve a triangulation function for these 
data and, in turn, improve the validity of this study. The differences are that the 
previous findings might have focused on one or two issues, across different schools of 
the University and the subjects might not be limited to novices only.
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By integrating my experiences in learning and conducting research, I constructed new 
knowledge for research consumers. The design of the interview schedules was based 
on the need to remain open-minded. The most important aspects relating to study life 
were explored without making assumptions. The theme of mismatches was allowed to 
emerge naturally rather than being preset.
This study has contributed useful information about how the novices managed their 
study and identified factors that they regarded as important. This included the novice 
students’ learning characteristics, the support available and how their use of support 
affected their learning experiences. The mismatches that were revealed have provided 
with a solid foundation to suggest that there is a need to conduct more research in 
these areas. In addition, it was discovered that some student-interviewees gained 
some incidental learning. For example, eight student-interviewees learned some skills 
to motivate their colleagues at work. Ian learned why auditors took certain actions in 
auditing processes. Jason learned about how commercial sectors make decisions. 
Although this learning did not contribute to their academic performance, it was 
meaningful learning as it was useful in the students’ real-life situations. The 
student-interviewees’ incidental learning experiences and performance triggered some 
suggestions for further research. Based on the new knowledge, a new angle for 
viewing the student-University relationship was suggested. The findings might arouse 
the University’s attention to the need to consider Hong Kong Chinese learners’ needs.
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11.2.3 Weaknesses
This was a small piece of research with a sample size of eleven student-interviewees. 
All except one came from a single School in the OUHK. It is not easy to generalise 
the findings to all other institutions of the same learning mode. In fact, there was no 
intention to do so. However, this study aims to provide new knowledge in the hope of 
transferring learning. This issue of potential generalisation has been discussed earlier 
in this chapter.
There was a limited chance to hear the voices of tutors or the co-cordinators who 
were the main facilitators of the students’ academic support. Observation of tutors’ 
performance without seeking their views might not allow an accurate justification or 
explanation of their motives and performance. More research should be conducted in 
this aspect.
This study lasted for a number of years. It did not allow the University to know about 
some of its students earlier. If it is assumed that some of the suggestions would be put 
into action, a number of past and current students would already have missed out on 
the opportunity to benefit.
The findings from this study could not contribute to a comprehensive list of Chinese 
distance learners’ characteristics. The findings cannot explain the personal 
experiences, performance and outcomes in full detail of all novice learners in 
different disciplines of the OUHK and other distance learning universities. The 
findings cannot explain all the student-University interactions. The issue of different 
kinds of mismatches, particularly related to the University aspects, cannot be
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explained with the current data collected. More studies have to be conducted to 
bridge the gaps.
The study might have been strengthened if I had used discourse analysis to analyse
0 <a
observation data in a bit more detail or jaf a larger scale. However, this decision is 
debatable. The main concern was the focus and the validity of the study, and the 
purposes for presenting the findings appropriately.
11.2.4 Personal learning in this study
Personal learning includes research knowledge and skills, and a positive attitude in 
viewing novice distance learners.
An awareness o f a degree o f subjectivity in data analysis
Because this was a qualitative study it is inevitable that a degree of subjectivity was 
included in the process of analysis. However, steps were taken to ensure that the 
observer was as objective as possible. This can be illustrated by several measures that 
were taken: honestly reported the research processes in great detail, using more than 
one research method, making full transcription of interviews (Appendix S, as an 
example) taking care not to put words into the interviewees’ mouths, not taking sides 
with the students or the University, and very importantly, remaining aware of the need 
for objectivity.
A development o f research sldlls
This was the first time for me to do a longitudinal qualitative research by employing 
various related research skills. I am now more aware of the ethical issues involved in 
conducting research. I enhanced my interviewing skills with reference to the
Understanding and Practice o f Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f Hong Kong
Suggestions for Improving Distance Educational Research and Practice
interviewees’ needs and mood. I improved my lesson observation and field note 
taking skills. I learned some document analysis skills, other than conducting the 
literature review. This helped me to be better equipped for future involvement in any 
qualitative research.
Showing respect to distance learners
A further personal outcome of this study is that I have learned the importance of 
showing respect to distance learners, particularly to novice students who do not have 
enough study skills or have not experienced any independent learning to start with a 
demanding learning journey. Learning from their stories and experiences, their 
attitudes to learning, their high motivation to do well or be responsible, their strong 
will power, their extraordinary determination in facing and overcoming problems and 
perseverance all gained my respect. They have demonstrated some of the traditionally 
valued Chinese learners’ characteristics that aim for good academic performance. 
They have shown that people who need to continue their study through open entry 
and distance learning can be capable of doing well in tertiary education.
It was amazing to see the student-interviewees’ never failing effort. And it was their 
commitments that served as an example to motivate myself in doing this study and 
finishing the thesis.
11.3 Future research and practice
By presenting this study report, it is hoped that some suggested ideas for the 
educators and students, can contribute to improving the quality of the provision and 
receipt of distance education. Although the study was limited to a Hong Kong case, it
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is hoped that the action taken will trigger other researchers to carry out studies in 
other parts of the world and in different cultural contexts. A collective effort 
contributed by these academics and practitioners could help to understand the 
distance learning system and people involved more clearly. It is hoped that the 
provision of education, support and services can be better arranged to help distance 
learners in different parts of the world to become independent learners more easily 
and more quickly.
According to the spirit of constructivism, the reporting of findings is not the end, but 
a beginning instead. New bodies of knowledge have been being created 
never-endingly in the changing world. Constructivists would construct knowledge by 
integrating the known and the newly known information, and making sense of it by 
reflecting on ones’ experiences. Then, “[c]onstructivists become passionate knowers 
and emphasise the never-ending search for truth” (Jarvis, 2004, p 115). The findings, 
the research processes and the learning experiences become the new base of 
knowledge and facts for seeking chances to discover newer knowledge, and hopefully, 
to develop theories and wisdom.
Qualitative research starts with research questions or problems and ends 
with hypotheses that the findings might have some significance beyond 
what have been discovered.
Jarvis, 2004, p 288.
According to this claim, it is hypothesised that the issue of mismatches, the key 
finding in this study, has some significance in the local distance learning practice. To 
test the degree of significance it may be useful to conduct research in similar contexts 
but with changes of time and other research subjects.
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Research is the building of new knowledge, while practice is the application of the 
new knowledge in another context. When and how and how many research findings 
are put into practice is generally determined by policy makers or directive boards 
which govern the making and deciding of policies in the educational institutions, and 
sometimes the government. These bodies have to consider a variety of factors and 
impacts. Political, social, educational, commercial, financial... contexts and 
atmosphere are all essential inter-related sectors. It also takes time to consult and 
administrate the policies. But, if research reports are read while suggestions are not 
put into practice, they would be out-dated, become a dead body of data and become 
history soon. Therefore, the University needs to minimise the time lapse between 
thinking and taking actions.
To focus on facilitating novice learners’ learning needs in a distance learning mode, 
some areas that worth further investigation are suggested.
1. Why are tutors not heard in the local research of distance education?
2. What would tutors say about distance education, the mode of support, the views 
on their roles and training, and the needs of students, etc.?
3. What are the effects of tutors’ different teaching/tutoring styles on learners’ 
learning?
4. What are the implications for training tutors in the distance learning mode for 
learners of different cultures and learning styles?
5. What are the impacts on students’ learning when some or all suggestions offered 
in this thesis are implemented?
6. What is the feasibility of introducing ‘a learning in a cohort scheme’ to all schools 
of the OUHK?
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7. To conduct research to learners throughout their whole study at the University as 
to understand their experiences in a whole picture. Successful students’ 
experiences could be some hints for the University and the novice learners.
8. To discover if there are any spin-off effects of learning experience in the distance 
learners’ life that might enable them to be benefited in their wider lives.
9. How do distance learners apply their learning in their daily life issues?
10. To identify students’ various learning styles before and after involving in distance 
education. How the learning styles affect their decisions, practice and outcomes?
11. To investigate the learning motivation of the novice and/or continuing distance 
learners. Why and how do they sustain the motivation to study? How can 
educators facilitate the sustainability of learning motivation?
12. How can we understand more about discontinuing/ drop-out students as a first 
step to designing and implementing prompt and effective support for high-risk 
students before it is too late. The information can also facilitate the design of 
preventive measures for a high drop-out rate or a decrease of new enrolments.
13. Understanding the learning motives, beliefs about education, study skills and 
language skills of young Hong Kong Chinese, especially the primary and 
secondary students. What and how are they different from or similar to the 
traditional adults and adults of nowadays?
Using discourse analysis will be a useful and an interesting idea to conduct classroom 
research on tutors’ and tutees’ talk and interactions. The findings can help to build up 
bodies of knowledge on what exactly $fe talked/ and done, and how learning can be 
achieved in the tutorials sessions. Improvement measures and strategies then can be 
introduced to enhance the support to learners for better learning outcomes. The
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findings can also provide information to the management boards of the educational 
institutions to design the training programmes for tutors.
The suggestions made in the previous sections will not be workable forever. Chinese 
culture is being influenced by globalisation, advancement of technology, and sharing 
of knowledge through the Internet. Chinese of the Twenty-first Century will be 
different from those in the Twentieth Century. Attention should be paid if there are 
more up-to-date theories or studies about Chinese culture and education, and the 
impact on its people and students. The information or knowledge could provide hints 
to design research and the application of the learned knowledge, for example, to think 
creatively for a localisation of support.
There have been changes in the Hong Kong education system and the beliefs of the 
young people. Since year 2000, the Hong Kong government has been implementing 
some educational reforms requiring teachers to help learners to learn. It is supposed 
to equip students with generic skills for independent learning after finishing their 
primary and secondary schooling. It is predicted, with some optimism, that students 
entering tertiary education in year 2015 and afterwards will have had some different 
learning experiences from the students of this generation. Modes and methods of 
facilitating learners in the future will be different from current practices and 
discussion. Young learners nowadays are observed to be less self-motivated in 
learning than their seniors. The concept of equal opportunity between all individuals, 
including parents-sons/daughters and teacher-student relationships, is challenging the 
traditional values, beliefs and social behaviour of respecting parents and teachers. 
How these changes of values and social relationships will affect adults of the future
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generations in their learning deserve some attention.
Changing world trends and society advancement will affect people’s views or 
practices relatively easier than changing a culture. Traditionally, Chinese students 
showed respect to teachers by not asking questions or challenging their teachers’ 
teaching. However, contemporary education practices encourage students to take 
initiative in asking questions, seeking clarification and presenting own views. Effects 
have not been seen. Whether youngsters nowadays would be better prepared for an 
independent learning or not is yet to be seen. How these practices would affect the 
cultural beliefs also needs to be further investigated.
It would be exciting to find, one day, that there are Chinese originated up-to-date and 
well-documented educational knowledge or theories being used to help understand 
Chinese learners. Contribution to the theories needs continuous effort in doing 
research and applying learning.
11.4 Summary
There was new learning gained from different aspects from this case study. They 
include theoretical implications for the Hong Kong distance learning context. Based 
on the findings, a model that described the study path of the Hong Kong Chinese 
novice distance learners was developed. The student-interviewees of this study started 
their study with conventional didactic, face-to-face learning experiences only. They 
invested effort and learned through some matching and mismatching experiences in 
studying different courses. Eventually, they all gained new knowledge and skills. 
However, some of them became better independent distance learners than the others.
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The model can also serve as a base for relevant further practice and research in the 
hope of improving their mutual understanding and their practice in distance 
education.
The theoretical and practical contribution of this study is mainly the filling of some 
knowledge gaps between the University and novice students in the academic aspects 
of distance education. Suggestions for educational practice and research for building a 
theory on distance education have been presented. Some degree of generalisation has 
been discussed. The findings could be applied to discuss distance learning contexts 
that have similar educational traditions and backgrounds as Hong Kong in developing 
countries and areas.
There are strengths and weaknesses in this research. More research, particularly on 
hearing tutors’ voices, should be conducted to contribute more knowledge about the 
key players -  students, tutors and university staff -  regarding their understanding and 
practice of distance education. Personally, I have achieved some new learning 
through the study process.
Continuing to conduct research and put research into practice are the ways to help 
educators to support novice distance learners appropriately. This research, although 
small-scale, has made a potentially significant contribution to this area.
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Chapter 12 
Looking Forward and Conclusion
The OUHK has its mission to develop all its students to become independent learners 
by paying attention to all students’ needs. Based on all the discussions and the 
findings in the previous chapters and to offer a further step in thinking, this chapter 
first presents some potential ways of developing its wider population in the distance 
learning mode and the University itself (12.1). Then, a conclusion of this thesis 
follows (12.2 -12.11).
Looking forward 
12.1 The current OUHK context and strategies to develop its Learners 
and itself
It was suggested that the University might need to rethink its mission and practice to 
support its novice learners (10.5.1). It also needs to reconsider its practice to develop 
its students to become more independent from human support, a real sense of 
studying in a distance-learning mode. To look forward, the University has to develop 
itself further in the long term as a distance education institution. A brief account of its 
current context would be helpful for thinking up developmental measures.
12.1.1 The current context
It has been explained earlier that the OUHK provides a distance education mode 
different from the typical mode used in western countries, or the normal mode 
generally referred to internationally (2.1.3), which is the dominant distance learning 
mode modelled from OU UK. Currently, the University is providing more human 
contacts and is used by its students more than is the general practice in other parts of
Understanding and Practice o f  Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f Hong Kong
Loolcing Forward and Conclusion
446
the world.
Summing up from the presentations in the previous chapters, the University is facing 
some problems that have to be overcome to enable further development to occur.
1. The University is providing electronic materials and online support but these are 
not used effectively by students. Using online learning is not a compulsory learning 
activity (The Open University of Hong Kong, 2003). It is a waste of resources 
allocation in preparing course materials.
2. The OUHK is facing tense competition for student enrolment from other 
institutions that have offered full-time and part-time courses since the early 2000s.
3. There has been a drastic decrease in student enrolments for a few reasons. First, 
the expansion of tertiary education since 1995 has caused the potential student 
population to decrease in number. The second reason is the University’s continuous 
acceptance of adults who did not have the chance to study for a higher qualification 
before since its establishment and third, there are many students dropping outs 
because of being unable to adapt to the distance learning mode. All of these have 
brought about a drastic decrease of student numbers.
4. The University is facing a language mismatch with its students. English is an 
international language but many of its students have not been able to learn with it 
effectively.
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5. The University has been facing a financial tension. It does not receive any financial 
support from the Hong Kong Government. It has to allocate much more resource to 
produce courses and provide services to attract and keep a relatively small number of 
distance learners. The income from the tuition fees is also decreasing because of the 
lower enrolment.
\>frCQJLS
6. The University might not have benefited from cross-broader enrolment with 
Mainland China as much as imagined because of the mismatches in language policies 
and educational modes in distance learning.
It is clear from the discussion about the mismatches of distance learning systems, and 
the problems that it is facing, that the University needs to find its way out.
12.1.2 Changes o f some current practice as a strategy
Two measures are offered to the OUHK to develop its whole population, to manage 
some of the identified problems, and to become a distance education institution that 
follows the world trend. First, it can make use of computing and I.T. to provide 
course materials and support. Second, it can seek chances to internationalise itself.
1. Using computing and I.T. effectively in running distance learning programmes 
Employing computing and I.T.-based means of communication could reach more 
people efficiently and cut costs. Implementing e-leaming or online programmes 
effectively could reduce the amount of human contact and possibly encourage 
learners to be more independent. It could also bring OUHK a step closer to the 
general international practices of distance education of the world practice.
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Furthermore, online learning programmes allow the provision of education and 
support to students in the global village. Potentially, the University’s student 
enrolments might be increased by recruiting students from all over the world.
2. Internationalisation of the University for further development
The University has set up branches in Mainland China and has co-operation with
some overseas distance education institutions (http://www.ouhk.edu.hk). With
reference to its experiences in Mainland China, it can set up its branches or agencies
in different parts of the world in the forms of independent organisations or partners of
the educational bodies in the host countries. The degree of collaboration could be
varied.
The University should be more flexible in providing education by observing the 
needs and challenges of the local context with reference to the different demands of 
working adults, fresh secondary school graduates, territory wide educational policy 
and the world trend. It should develop itself to become a “flexi-university” which 
needs to change practice from time to time in response to challenges that are faced or 
anticipated.
12.1.3 Sub-summary
To sum up, the University has to fulfill its mission (The Open University of Hong 
Kong, 1999) in the real sense by making some changes. Using information 
technology to provide e-leaming or online programmes, and taking steps to 
internationalise itself would be the possible arrangements. It has to think and act with 
much flexibility to face its difficulties and challenges. In short, the University should
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seek to serve the community by providing education opportunities locally and 
internationally.
Summary of the whole thesis
This part presents the summary of the whole thesis. This study ‘Understanding and 
Practice of Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University of Hong 
Kong’ was a small piece of organisational research aiming at discovering novice 
distance learners’ learning experiences and their interactions with the institution, their 
tutors and peers. Also, it aimed to identify any important factors that influenced the 
student-interviewees’ learning experiences. Based on what we had learned from the 
student-interviewees’ findings and the University information, suggestions were made 
to better facilitate students’ learning and improve the relationship between them. 
Suggestions to the OUHK for its further development were given as well.
12.2 Rationale
This study evolved from a larger study of novice part-time students in some 
universities of Hong Kong, including some OUHK novices. The rationale was to 
contribute a knowledge base for understanding and developing learning theories and 
approaches, a knowledge base for further research, to gain more understanding about 
Hong Kong novice distance learners, to realise the importance of initial experiences 
and planning of language enhancement programmes for Hong Kong learners learning 
in a language other than their mother tongue.
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12.3 Background of the study
To set the scene of this study, a description was given of the Hong Kong education 
context, including the provision of adult education to people above seventeen years 
old and adult students’ language performance, and the establishment of the OUHK. It 
was explained that the number of university places supplied was well below the 
demand. Starting from mid 1990s, eighteen percent of the age group between 
seventeen and twenty-one could have a place in one of the higher education 
institutions, but this was still not enough to meet the demand. Hong Kong society also 
needs to have many more citizens who are suitably educated to face the changing 
world economy. The establishment of the OUHK was aimed to provide many more 
people with higher education to work for the knowledge-based economy and to fill 
the brain drain gap caused by an emigrant tide before the handover of Hong Kong to 
China.
As a policy, English was the main medium of instruction before 1998. However, in 
many secondary schools English was not utilised in classroom interactions as it 
should have been. Generally, students’ English standards declined and students who 
were weak in English found studying at a distance in English to be very difficult.
12.4 Understanding Hong Kong Chinese distance learners
The literature review on Chinese learners and distance learners provided a general 
picture of the Hong Kong Chinese learners’ beliefs that have been influenced by the 
Confucian heritage culture. An understanding of the students’ learning characteristics 
gave some insight into why and how some adult students became involved in 
part-time study. It helped to understand the novice students in this study regarding
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their decisions, actions and performance.
Hong Kong primary and secondary students are accustomed to learning through 
didactic approach. They regard the teachers as the source of knowledge. Asking 
questions or challenging teachers’ views is considered to be impolite. Consequently 
the students interviewed in this study had not had many opportunities in school to 
practise analytical, critical or creative thinking. Plenty of them still expected to listen 
to lectures in their tertiary study. These students faced problems in dealing with their 
learning tasks in the tertiary education, regardless of whether this was in face-to-face 
or distance learning mode.
Many Chinese parents and learners believe that education is a means to climb up the 
social ladder. They believe that making effort can improve learning outcomes. 
Students have a high achievement motivation. Previous studies found that some 
Chinese learners preferred a deep approach to learning for meaning and would reflect 
for better performance. Many of them were cue conscious to their teachers’ hints. 
Some like to study with peers for collaborative learning to share workload and to 
discuss and clarify understanding.
Previous research has reported that many Hong Kong adults become involved in 
part-time studies for professional development and to increase their competitive 
power for career prospects. Some Chinese adult learners study for the sake of 
learning or for their personal growth. The majority of Hong Kong adult learners, 
including the novice distance learners interviewed in this study, do not have the 
experience or sufficient study skills of independent learning. The students in this
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study indicated that they were not familiar with learning tasks that required analytical 
thinking or expression of their own views. They also found studying in English was 
an additional demand. They needed support from teachers, tutors and the University.
To increase the chances of success, some adult learners would adapt their learning 
strategies according to the teachers’ or tutors’ styles and the study requirements. They 
were willing to be hardworking and to do well. They enjoyed the benefits of learning 
with others. Support from the teachers or tutors was needed to facilitate the learning 
processes. They also needed time to change from being dependent learners to 
independent learners.
In order to understand more about distance education in Hong Kong and how the 
novices managed their study, in-depth sharing with eleven student-interviewees and 
two staff members and observations of some tutorials were carried out.
12.5 The research design
The research was a small-scale longitudinal qualitative study using in-depth 
semi-structured interviews and telephone discussions to collect the main data from 
the eleven student-interviewees over a period of two years. Observation of some 
arranged tutorials, interviews with two University staff members and analysis of some 
University documents were carried out to collect data for triangulation.
The main research questions of this study were:
1. Why did these adult students choose to study in an open entry course by distance 
education?
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2. How did these novice students manage their study?
3. What had they learned?
The key areas of investigation included orientations to enrolment, preparation for 
starting the study, their expectations and intentions regarding the study and courses, 
problems faced, methods and support used to overcome difficulties, and what they 
had learned from the initial study experiences.
The study was organisational-based research, set out from a social constructive view
of learning to gain procedural knowledge about distance education. It was believed
that in the processes of learning, the students would integrate their previous and new 
knowledge and life experiences to form a new body of knowledge of study and life. 
Students construct their new knowledge with support from more knowledgeable 
others. That is, in managing their study, on one hand, novice students would have to 
make the initial effort to construct knowledge and develop study skills and attitudes. 
On the other hand, the students in this study also sought support from the University 
and their tutors, and sometimes their peers, to serve as scaffolding to their learning. 
The knowledge gained might provide a reference for students and educators to 
improve the learning and teaching outcomes in distance learning.
The students involved in this study were new to the tertiary distance learning system. 
They gained their places at the University by taking advantages of its open entry 
policy. Six had some experiences in post-secondary education, having studied in ether 
full-time or part-time programmes. Five were secondary school leavers. One of the 
student-interviewee was in her third year of distance learning when the first in-depth
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interview was conducted.
In the initial stage, six visits in total were made to two tutorial groups to identify 
potential student-interviewees. In between two in-depth interviews, seven tutorials 
were visited to observe the interactions between the students and their tutors. The 
observation data served to triangulate the data for this study. Roger, a senior 
University staff member and Trudy, an experienced part-time tutor, were interviewed 
once. The purpose was to share their observations of their students’ learning and 
performance from the University perspective. The interviews allowed them to 
describe how students had been using support generally. They suggested how students 
should handle their study with reference to the support provided. Some University 
documents were studied to help to gain some insight about the University philosophy 
and support provided.
All the interviews were audio-taped and transcribed. Observation field notes were 
organised to illustrate the interactions between students and tutors. The data were 
analysed and the findings of each investigated area were organised according to the 
research questions.
12.6 Findings on student-interviewees’ learning experiences
The major reasons for the students’ involvement in their part-time studies and how 
they managed have been summarised in the following sections. The orientations to 
enrolment and how they used support were the important factors that influenced their 
learning experiences.
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12.6.1 Orientations to enrolment or studying
Every student-interviewee held multiple orientations. All took advantages of the 
flexible study schedule arrangements and the open entry policy. They wanted to gain 
new knowledge. Some wanted to study for the sake of learning. Some wanted to 
make up what they had missed before and/or equip themselves for career-related 
purposes. Two parents wanted to set examples to their children.
Motivated learners felt satisfied when they could leam new knowledge. Gaining 
credits was not the top goal. Qualification seekers showed discontent when they 
perceived that they had not achieved their main goals for studying at the University.
12.6.2 Preparation
Ten student-interviewees prepared themselves psychologically and/or practically in 
the aspects of knowledge, skills and attitudes. They were prepared to take up the 
responsibility and to invest effort and time. They collected information and sought 
advice from people. Three of them attended orientation sessions organised by the 
University. Some took time to prepare for studying in English, such as taking an 
English course, reading grammar books and seeking advice from their tutors. Some 
others bought dictionaries and used them when they came across difficult words 
while reading the course materials. In general, they were better prepared with 
knowledge about studying at the University and had positive attitudes. One was too 
busy to do any practical preparation. However, the student-interviewees had not 
prepared themselves well in terms of study skills needed to meet the study demands, 
especially writing in English and doing assignments that needed some analysis and 
independent thinking.
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In reflection, six student-interviewees expressed that they had not prepared well 
enough but could not do more due to a lack of time. Two were satisfied with the 
preparation they had done. Two said that they would do some more preparation if 
they had the chance to start again. It turned out that those who had done more 
preparation tended to achieve what they expected, except for one.
12.6.3 Expectations
All learners wanted to learn new knowledge, to be better equipped for a higher 
competitive power for career development in the changing society and economy. 
They also wanted to apply their learning in their work. They did not expect to have 
material rewards or a chance for immediate promotion. They hoped that they could 
pass all courses. Two qualification seekers wanted to gain their degrees quickly to 
catch up with the market trend. Motivated learners expressed that they wanted to 
enjoy the learning process and to gain credit at the same time. They did not think of 
gaining a qualification in a hurry. The motivated learners expected to become 
involved in discussion so as to construct their own knowledge. The dependent 
learners expected that attending tutorials would help them in understanding course 
materials and assignment requirements.
At the end there were mismatches between the expectations and what had transpired. 
Only three students passed all courses. Six of them failed in one or more courses. Two 
of them dropped at least one course. They gained fewer credits than they had initially 
planned to gain. The main reasons were they did not have sufficient study skills and 
support to meet their needs.
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12.6.4 Managing their study initially
The student-interviewees took up the responsibility and made the effort initially to 
handle their study. They had a high achievement motivation. They spent long hours 
handling study tasks. They previewed for tutorials unless they did not have time. 
They paid attention to their tutors’ presentations of course contents and instructions in 
dealing with assignments. They arranged time to prepare for examinations.
Inevitably there were mismatches between the students’ study skills and their study 
demands. They faced problems with their study because of, first, insufficient study 
and language skills to learn independently. Second, their mentalities did not match 
with the University philosophy. They still needed plenty of guidance to meet the 
distance learning demands. Choosing appropriate and manageable courses was not 
particularly easy after reading the prospectus. Some of the courses were difficult for 
those who did not have any previous knowledge or were weak in certain kinds of 
courses. They found problems with reading and/or writing in English. Extra effort and 
time had to be invested. They might not have participated or made any contribution in 
the tutorials. Some chose to listen passively because of their learning preference, not 
having the confidence to express themselves or having done no preparation. Time for 
doing the study tasks was not enough when they were taking more than one course. 
Most of them, in this case, would handle the urgent tasks first.
Taking examinations was a challenge. All felt nervous when taking the first 
examination, especially those who had not taken examinations for some time. They 
would spare more time to study the subjects that had examinations approaching the 
soonest. They would revise course materials and comments on returned assignments,
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and work on examination samplers. They would study selectively when they did not 
have enough time to cover all content before the examinations.
Overall it can be said that the student-interviewees were persistent. They continued 
their studies even when they came across problems or failed in their courses. They 
dropped courses only when they had no alternative. They demonstrated the learning 
characteristics that most Chinese learners possess.
12.6.5 Using support
There were mismatches between the support needed and used, and what was available. 
Student-interviewees read the prospectus to choose courses. Some regarded that the 
information provided was not sufficient to help them making correct choices. They 
did not use the human resources from the University who could be contacted through 
telephone or e-mails. In fact, the information was listed in the course supplement that 
was attached to the prospectus. Only three student-interviewees attended the 
orientation sessions before starting the first semester of their study. One found the 
session was helpful. The other two perceived that they could not get sufficient 
information to help them studying the courses relatively smoothly.
Student-interviewees regarded the course materials as being well prepared. The 
language, the contents and the layout were well presented. However, four students 
found mistakes or mismatches in the materials, which hindered their learning a bit.
All student-interviewees attended tutorials. This was the main support they used. 
They listened to tutors’ explanations of course contents, sought advice in dealing
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assignments, and listened to tutors’ comments on the assignments. Some participated 
in learning activities in different courses. Only one student reported that she asked 
questions to her tutors from time to time. In general, they enjoyed learning when 
participating in learning activities and when tutors presented in a clear and lively style. 
They also found tutors’ positive, encouraging and clearly written comments to be 
helpful. They appreciated tutors who gave extra hours of tutorials or were 
encouraging.
Different styles of learners required and encountered tutors of different styles. There 
were mismatches between what they expected and what they experienced in terms of 
tutorial support. The student-interviewees did not always encounter tutors who 
conducted tutorials according to their needs. They then complained that the tutors 
were not helpful. Dependent learners would seek chances to get extra face-to-face 
support if possible. Motivated learners preferred to have discussions in tutorials 
instead of being instructed too closely. They wanted to meet tutors who could 
facilitate their learning and help them to become independent learners. However, they 
were not too disappointed if they could only listen passively to their tutors’ 
presentations. They accepted and understood that tutors had different styles of 
conducting tutorials.
All student-interviewees welcomed the idea of learning collaboratively in class and in 
study groups. They appreciated tutors who helped them to form study groups in the 
first tutorials. However, due to the lack of time, distant residential locations and not 
showing initiative, very few of them managed to set up opportunities to leam with 
their peers.
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Except one, they did not use the telephone tutoring, online tutoring or group learning, 
surgeries or physical facilities that were available. They explained that telephone 
consulting hours did not match with their study schedules. Two student-interviewees 
said that talking over the telephone was not clear or detailed enough for them to get 
sufficient advice. When they contacted their tutors by telephone, they usually asked 
for an extension for handing in assignments. Only one student-interviewee 
participated in online discussions. Others only read notes and messages that were 
posted on the web by their tutors or peers. They did not go to the University library or 
public libraries for references. They explained that they did not have time to use other 
human support or facilities.
As a whole, the student-interviewees made use of the course materials and 
face-to-face support from tutors a lot. None of them could get sufficient chances to 
learn with their peers. They studied individually most of the time.
12.6.6 Intentions and ultimate actions taken
There were mismatches between their intentions to schedule their study and the 
ultimate actions taken. Student-interviewees had planned beforehand their study and 
new courses. They tended to take courses according to their abilities, time availability 
and personal plans. All expected to pass all courses. Nine student-interviewees 
intended to increase the number of courses taken in each semester gradually when 
they got used to the distance learning requirements. However, not all of their plans 
were realised. It was found that eight of them made slower progress or accumulated 
fewer credits than they had intended to gain. They would need a longer time to gain 
the qualifications. In addition, four student-interviewees were not studying their
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preferred programmes. They gave up their initial choices so as to meet the needs of 
career development.
The study progress, as a whole, was not as smooth as expected. When the 
student-interviewees found that one or two of the courses taken were too difficult or 
they were busy at work, they would study fewer courses. Some of them dropped or 
failed in courses. Two student-interviewees found some courses were not offered in 
one semester and two did not have sufficient money to pay tuition fees for all the 
courses that they wanted to study. These mismatches were the main reasons that 
affected the learning experiences and progress.
12.7 The student-interviewees’ learning
The student-interviewees had gained knowledge and skills in dealing with their study 
gradually. Some of them learned to become better independent learners. Some of 
them learned to view learning and themselves differently.
12.7.1 Performance and achievement
The student-interviewees performed better in the courses that they were good at or 
that were related to some study or working experiences. Usually, they could 
understand course contents and deal with assignments relatively better and 
consequently gained a pass in these subjects. When they performed well, they gained 
more confidence to continue their study and might then take more courses, up to their 
manageable limits, in the coming semesters. When they did not perform well in 
assignments, they usually took up the responsibility and decided that they would 
study harder.
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Three student-interviewees had a feeling that they might fail in the courses before 
taking examinations. They judged the result by referring to their learning experiences 
in the courses. They either were not good at the courses or found the tutors did not 
provide quality support. After receiving a failing notice, they all chose to re-sit or 
retake the courses. They also attended tutorials to help learning. Only one 
student-interviewee applied for an appeal. She said she would have liked to read the 
marked answers in the hope of understanding why she failed and what was to be 
improved, but her request to do this was in vain.
12.7.2 New learning
The student-interviewees had learned new knowledge and skills related to the courses 
taken. They learned how to select courses gradually. They learned to either adapt to 
tutors’ styles or find their way out. Some found that they had improved their thinking 
skills and perspectives. Some of them had new views of learning and some regarded 
learning as being to improve one’s personality. A few of them viewed themselves 
more positively. This matched with the main goal of the Chinese educational belief. 
However, not all of them were reflective.
12.8 Findings on the support provided by the University
The University offers its education with a mission to allow all adults to continue their 
study if they want. It offers relatively standard along the lines of that offered in the 
UK. The specially designed materials and course requirements are meant to help 
students to become independent learners through taking courses according to the 
University’s philosophy. The University provides training for its tutors. The training 
programme aims to train tutors to facilitate students as independent learners. It seems
Understanding and Practice o f Distance Education: Novice Students in the Open University o f  Hong Kong
Looking Forward and Conclusion
463
from the evidence of this study that the training may not meet the needs of Hong 
Kong Chinese dependent learners. In addition, tutors conducted the tutorials using 
different styles which might not be the same as they were taught and expected to use. 
The University had offered some support which was not well used by the 
student-interviewees, such as telephone tutoring and libraries. The University did not 
offer any help to the students who were weak in some courses.
In short, it seems that the University has not addressed the issue of educating/teaching 
students according to their individual differences well enough to help novice learners.
12.9 Implications of findings -  reasons for the mismatches
The outcomes of the three research questions were answered by presenting the 
student-interviewees’ experiences and the University information, and gaining 
insights from the findings that were presented. It was found that there were 
mismatches within the students, the tutors and the University. There were also 
mismatches between the three parties. There were mismatches in the 
student-interviewees’ needs, availability and provision of support. Their past learning 
experiences and study skills did not match with the study demands of the distance 
learning mode. Some tutors’ practices in supporting tutees’ learning did not match the 
needs of motivated and dependent learners. Some of the interviewees did not perform 
as suggested and expected by the University. The University’s mission “Education for 
all” does not appear to have been implemented, with few signs of the goal “to 
teach/educate according to individual differences” in a way that suits Hong Kong 
Chinese learners in the Chinese heritage culture.
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There were mismatches between the three parties regarding the provision and using 
of support. This caused the mismatches in the provision of distance education and the 
development of students as independent learners. There were mismatches of 
perceived quality and using of support between motivated and dependent students 
with different types of tutors. Dependent learners found tutors who catered directly 
for the tutees’ needs to be helpful to their learning. These tutors explained contents in 
detail and guided very closely on tackling assignments. However, motivated learners 
found that they could not become involved in active learning or construct their own 
knowledge. In this case they found this type of tutor was not helpful. Some 
student-interviewees, on the other hand, encountered tutors who were less inclined to 
be involved. Both motivated and dependent learners made complaints about the 
tutors’ unhelpful performance. In other words, when students met tutors whose 
tutoring styles did not meet with their learning styles, they perceived that they did not 
have sufficient or quality support from the tutors or their University.
The above discussion indicates that there are several reasons for identifying 
mismatches in distance education in Hong Kong. From the students’ perspective, they 
wanted to learn and gain a qualification through open entry and study with flexible 
timing. Their readiness to study at a distance, their learning styles and study skills did 
not fit well with the University’s provision of distance education. This caused the 
mismatches in the understanding and practice of the distance learning. From the 
University’s perspective, its mission was not fully achieved with the current support 
provided, which is based on the kind of support given in countries where the students’ 
prior learning experiences and language needs are quite different. The University 
does not appear to have modified the learning mode and support to facilitate its
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Chinese learners. This seems to have caused some mismatches between the provision 
and use of support. Some tutors were not performing according to their 
responsibilities and according to the University’s training. They did not provide 
quality support to the University students. This caused the mismatches in training of 
tutors and practices in facilitating students’ learning in tutorials and other means of 
contact.
The mismatches imply that all three parties need to take action to improve their 
performances. Suggestions are presented for references and consideration.
12.10 Suggestions to the students and the University
Provision of distance learning with open entry to Chinese dependent learners could be 
the root of most of the problems. It has been suggested that the students, the tutors 
and the University all needed to have a paradigm shift in their views and practices of 
teaching and learning. In order to bridge the mismatches, suggestions have been 
drawn from the literature and the research findings reported in this study for students, 
the University and tutors.
Students need to gain a better understanding of the distance learning mode. They 
might need to gain some pre-requisite study skills and subject knowledge. They need 
to think critically about their previous learning styles and ponder on what should be 
done in a distance learning environment which requires independence. They should 
have the initiative to ask questions about the distance learning mode and course 
contents. They need to have a clear understanding of their own language abilities. 
Maybe they need to improve their English competency in advance or to take Chinese
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courses. They need to make good use of human and physical support that is available. 
In other words, they need to be prepared and equipped with appropriate attitudes, 
relevant knowledge and some study skills for independent learning. Fundamentally, 
they need to make themselves clear about whether or not they are suited to distance 
learning.
Tutors are seen as the most important persons in facilitating students’ learning. They 
are advised to facilitate both students’ transformation in thinking and learning 
contents through better organised tutorials. Tutors also need to have the belief that the 
main purpose of tutorials is to facilitate learners to construct knowledge, but not to 
give lectures or leave students without guidance. They need to leam some educational 
knowledge and skills for helping adult learners. Learning activities such as group 
learning and discussion that allow students to be involved in learning and construct 
new knowledge should be introduced in tutorials.
Although this may sound contradictory, it is also suggested that more face-to-face 
contact hours between tutors and tutees are needed, to allow more opportunities to 
reflect and to respond to the reality and learning needs. The increased contact time 
should allow tutors to facilitate students’ critical thinking, to help improving their 
study skills including language skills and to provide scaffolding for students to 
become better independent learners. The contact hours could be decreased when 
students have gained more experiences in taking courses. Fundamentally, tutors need 
to reflect critically on whether they are able to facilitate their tutees who are 
dependent learners to become independent learners.
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The University senior staff might need to think critically about their current practices 
and policies. An open entry policy together with the distance mode of education was 
one of the sources that caused problems and mismatches. The “Education for All” 
motto could be fulfilled by employing the open learning policy. However, the mission 
to have dedicated staff providing excellent support was not met. The University first 
needs to fulfil its mission to acknowledge students’ needs and teach them according 
to individual differences. It needs to re-think the types of support provided.
Provision of chances for students to learn in a cohort and suggested sequences of 
taking courses could also help Chinese learners to gain more confidence and to enjoy 
the learning processes. It is also suggested that the University could offer some 
lecturing in the early stages at course level and programme level. This could give 
time to novice students to learn study skills and adapt to an alternative study path 
with demands different from their previous experiences. Equipping students with a 
better language proficiency could help them to learn better in English. The University 
might need to consider providing more Chinese programmes. Providing training to 
tutors and monitoring their performance would be another way to improve the 
support effectiveness. Training tutors to facilitate the development of dependent 
Chinese distance learners into independent learners would need some planning and 
thinking. All of these suggestions would require the University to allocate more 
face-to-face contact time for tutor-tutees. It also implies that the University needs to 
train its tutors accordingly.
The University, in fact, needs to consider the applicability of its mission to the Hong 
Kong context. Its language policy of requiring tutees and students to use English can
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add some demands to novice students. It might need to be consider whether the use of 
Cantonese in tutorials could be a way out.
To overcome the issue of the decrease of student enrolments and to develop its 
students to become real distance learners, the University could consider the wider use 
of information technology to provide a real distance-learning mode of education. Use 
of information technology also allows the University to be internationalised as a 
further development strategy. It is also suggested that the University could establish 
branches or work with educational organisations in other parts of the world. It could 
recruit students from different parts of the world. The management board of the 
University should think flexibly enough to make changes in order to face the 
challenges of competition for student enrolments and various support demands.
12.11 Research and practice for future development
This study has contributed a knowledge base for practical, theoretical and research 
development in the distance learning field. We have learned more about why and how 
novice students choose to participate in distance education. We have learned more 
about how the University and some of its staff support students’ learning. This 
knowledge can provide a base for students and the University to ponder on the 
practical issues of providing and receiving distance education.
This study has contributed some knowledge about building a learning theory, 
particularly in understanding Chinese learners in conventional face-to-face mode and 
the distance learning mode. A model to illustrate the novice students’ learning 
experiences has been offered. This offers some knowledge for students and the
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University to reflect on their current practices. Research could be conducted to collect 
relevant information for further discussion of the distance learning context with 
reference to the model suggested. More findings and knowledge would be able to 
help construct a theory to explain the Hong Kong Chinese distance learners.
This study has contributed some knowledge and a list of potential areas for further 
investigation in understanding the practice of distance education.. The. list includes 
hearing the voices of tutors, who seem to have been marginalised to a certain extent 
in research. The list also suggests understanding students’ psychological aspects such 
as their decision making processes and learning motivation. Investigation to 
classroom talk and activities can be conducted to discover how learning can be 
achieved. It is hoped that the research findings could be put into practice for the 
welfare of both distance learners and educators. Research topics on the practical 
aspects of providing and receiving distance education are also suggested.
This study has also proposed a generalisation of findings of this study to areas or 
countries that have similar educational contexts as this study. The findings should be 
first used to practice retrospective and anticipatory generalisation to the OUHK itself. 
More lessons could be learned by evaluating or investigating the practices in different 
schools of the University. The findings also could be used to practise retrospective 
and anticipatory generalisation to areas outside Hong Kong. It would be more 
applicable to apply or transfer the learning from this study to the developing countries 
where there are huge demands of tertiary education with open entry.
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The limited size of the sample in this study has allowed for a detailed, in-depth 
understanding of the students. The process allowed me to learn from the students, 
who deserve much respect for their persistence and strong determination. Finally, it is 
hoped that the research findings of this study are put into practice to improve distance 
learning education in various part of the world.
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Student-interviewee Background Information Sheet
Understanding of and Practice Alternative Pathways in Adult Education: 
Novice Students Hong Kong Case
Date:____________________ Interviewer: Natalia Li__________
Name of Interviewee:_____________________  Code: __________________
Education
Current Institution: The Open University of Hong Kong___________________
Course/Discipline:____________________________________________________
No. of courses taken at the same time:___________________________________
Previous Secondary Education:
F5/ F6/ F7* Arts/ Science/ Commerce/ Technical*
Previous Tertiary Education: Yes/ No* Full-time/ Part-time*
Name of Institution:____________________________________________
Discipline:____________________________________________________
Working Experience
Total_______ Years (All Full-time Jobs)
Current Career: As__________________________________for_________ years
Family
Single/Married* With/Without* child(ren) [ ]
Are you willing for any follow-ups i f  necessary? Yes/ No*
(throughout the first year o f study) *will inform next tutorial group
Contacting means:
Telephone No.:_______________________ (Red.) / _________________ (Off.)
______________________ (Mobile)
E-mail address:______________________________________________________
(*Please delete where appropriate.)
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APPENDIX B
The First Interview Schedule for the Student-interviewees 
(February/March 2000)
1. Decisions:
1.1 W hy did you  decide to study for the part-time course at the university (OUHK)?
•  W hy not other universities or courses?
• Any factors that you see as important which affected your decision?
1.2 What do you want to achieve?
1.3 W ill it contribute to your career development? Why? How? In what aspects?
1.4 What do you think o f  your choices: university, learning mode, timing, course,
etc?
2. Expectations:
2.1 What are your expectations about the course? Have there been any changes after
studying for som e time?
2.2 What are your expectations about the study as a whole? H ave there been any
changes after studying for som e time?
2.3 What do you  think o f  your expectations? (D o you think your expectations are
realistic?)
3. Preparations:
3.1 D id you feel psychologically prepared? W hy? What was done or not done? Why?
3.2 D id  you  feel practically prepared for study, e.g. time allocation, study skills,
language for learning, m ode o f  learning and assessments, etc.? Why?
3.3 What do you  think o f  your preparations? Why?
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4. Problems:
4.1 What problems or hurdles have you  been facing? H ow do you feel? H ow  do you
deal with pressure i f  any?
4.2 What have you  learned from these?
4.3 H ow  do you sustain your determination/learning desire?
4 .4  What do you think o f  the learning package: materials, learning m ode and 
assessment mode, academic support/facilities?
5. Strategies:
5.1 H ow  have you been coping with these problems?
•  What do you think o f  the effectiveness o f  the strategies?
•  Has anyone shown you any strategies?
5.2 H ow  have you been coping with the few  first assignments that were to be 
assessed?
•  What were the exact procedures taken?
•  What do you  think o f  your performance?
•  What do you think o f  the effort you  have made?
•  What was done differently/ the same for the other assignments? What do you  
think about the effort invested?
5.3 W hy do you attend tutorials? H ow  helpful are the learning activities and the 
tutors’ presentation?
5.4 What can be done to improve the study?
•  D o you have a study group? W hy? What is usually done in the group?
•  D o you enjoy the time and the activities?
5.5 What support do you have already and need further?
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•  D o you think you have enough academic support, e.g. facilities, tutor/peer 
support...?
•  What do you want more of? Any suggestions?
6. Evaluation of progress:
6.1 D o you think you have achieved what you planned? H ow  much? In what aspects?
Why? W hy not?
6.2 D o you think you have made progress in ...? Why?
• Study skills -  understanding materials, learning techniques, language
requirements...
•  Capability o f  facing problems and/or em ploying strategies, dealing with
pressure...
•  Performance -  in class, in assignments, participation in class/group...
•  What do you think about the assessm ent modes: doing assignments and sitting 
examination? H ow  confident are you  in passing examinations? Why? Any  
pressure?
6.3 Overall, are you satisfied with the study up to this moment? Why?
•  any plans for the near future (in a year)?
•  (If  everything could be re-started, what would you do or not do?)
7. Overview of your initial experiences of learning:
7.1 Please share your feelings as a part-time student, as an adult learner.
7.2 What do you think o f  your relation/interaction with relevant people, e.g. tutorial
group, study group or tutor, the university?
7.3 Have any things happened outside your expectation related to study?
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7.4 Please share a precious studying/learning experience, i f  any.
7.5 D o you have any suggestions to make to the university, your fellow  students,
potential students?
7.6 D o you have any other points to be added?
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The Second Interview Schedule for the Student-interviewees 
(March-May 2001)
1. Decisions:
1.1 You have been studying at the O UH K  for at least 1 year, please tell me w hy you
continue your study.
1.2 Has anything happened during the last year that affected your decision?
1.3 Has your study contributed to your career development, what? why?
1.4 What do you think o f  your choices made: university, learning m ode, timing, 
courses, etc?
2. Expectations:
2.1 D o  you think your expectations o f  one year ago have been fulfilled? H ow  much? 
W hy/W hy not?
2.2 What are your expectations now?
2.3 D o you think you have a change o f  expectations when comparing now  and one
year ago? W hy/ W hy not?
3. Preparation:
3.1 What have you  done as preparation for this current course?
3.2 D o you  think you are better prepared practically and/or psychologically for the
current courses than at the time o f  the first course taken? Why?
3.3 What would you have done one year ago i f  you wanted to be better prepared to
study at the OUHK? Why?
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4. Problems:
4.1 What are the problems that you have been facing since you  have taken up the
study?
4.2 W hy are they still persisting? H ow  do you  feel? D o you regard it as pressure?
4.3 H ow  do you sustain your determination/ learning desire?
4.4 What do you think o f  the learning package now: materials, learning mode and
assessment m ode, academic support/ facilities?
5. Strategies:
5.1 Please tell m e any methods/strategies that you have em ployed to deal with your
problems/ learning needs?
5.2 What have you done recently to deal with your study /problem s/ learning needs/
doing assignments?
5.3 What do you think o f  the effectiveness o f  the methods/strategies employed?
5.4 What have you learned, other than gaining knowledge after studying for a year?
5.5 From your ow n experiences, what do you think can be done to help you study
better or more effectively? Why?
5.6 What support w ould you like to have from the university?
6. Learning with peer students:
6.1 D o you study/discuss with your peers? Why?
6.2 H ow  often do you have these learning activities? What have you done during the
peer learning time? D o you enjoy the time and the activities?
6.3 D o you have any social activities with them, what? Why?
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7. Sense of belonging:
7.1 D o you feel you have a sense o f  belonging to the university? W hy/why not?
7.2 To whom/what do you have the strongest sense o f  belonging developed? Why?
8. Support from family, work and friends?
8.1 What kind o f  support have you received from your family, work colleagues and 
friends?
8.2 D o you think the support has been enough? What would like to have more of?
9. Evaluation of progress:
9.1 Could you  please compare your performance recently with what you  did in the
first course? (in class, in assignments, in any learning activities, in examination)
9.2 What progress have you made since the first course you took? (e.g. study skills,
capabilities o f  facing problem s/ em ploying strategies/ dealing with learning 
needs or pressure...)
9.3 H ow  confident are you about passing the current course(s)? Why?
9.4 Overall, are you  satisfied with the study up to this moment? Why?
9.5 What are your plans in the com ing years? W hy do you have such plans?
10. Overview:
10.1 What would you say about “learning” after a year o f  study?
10.2 H ow  do you feel being a part-time (distance learning) student/ an adult learner?
10.3 Please share any precious learning experience.
10.4 Any suggestions w ould you  g ive to the OUHK, potential students, fellow  
students?
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10.5 What w ould you  say about m y interviews with you since last year? Have they 
had any impact on your study? What? Why?
10.6 D o you have any other points to make?
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Guidelines for Follow-up Discussion between 
the Two Interviews (June 2000 - May 2002)
In the middle of the second semester (June 2000):
1. H ow  do you feel since the start o f  the course(s)? (Talk about individual course 
one by one)
2. H ow  about the class learning atmosphere?
3. Have you participated in class activities (whole class discussion, ask/answer 
teacher questions, small group activities)? Why?
4. D o you think you are more active (in comparison with the first semester)? Why?
5. H ow  do you feel about that? D o you find it helpful to your learning? Why?
6. Have you  participated in any out-of-class learning activities (e.g. sm all group 
learning, discussion over telephone)? Why?
7. D o you  think the activities have been helpful to your learning? Why?
8. What would you  like to talk about in regard to handling your assignments? Why 
do you say so?
9. H ow  do you evaluate your study habits, study skills, progress, new  strategies, 
time management?
After 2 courses/semesters (August/September 2000) and
after about 1 year/ 20 credits (gained/aimed to gain) (March-May 2002):
1. D o you find your language ability, learning capability have improved? Why? In 
what aspects? What have you done?
2. Is there anything in which you have improved? Why? What have you done?
3. H ow  would you compare your leaming/experience/performance between the two  
semesters?
4. D id you apply any thing learned from the first semesters to help you  studying in 
the second semester?
5. H ow  do you feel about taking the examination for this semester?
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Roger (August 2001)
1. A s far as you know, how  have students been using the support provided?
2. D o you think asking students to do more assignments could be a form o f  
learning support for them?
3. W hy do you think that the students did not use the university support much other 
than attending tutorials and using the course materials?
4. What is the best way to equip students or prepare them to get ready for studying 
future courses or advanced courses?
5. What would you suggest to help the new students to study more effectively or to 
be happier?
Questions Asked to the Senior University Staff
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Roger (August 2001)
1. A s far as you know, how  have students been using the support provided?
2. D o you think asking students to do more assignments could be a form o f  
learning support for them?
3. W hy do you think that the students did not use the university support much other 
than attending tutorials and using the course materials?
4. What is the best way to equip students or prepare them to get ready for studying 
future courses or advanced courses?
5. What would you suggest to help the new  students to study more effectively or to 
be happier?
Questions Asked to the Senior University Staff
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Trudy (March 2000)
1. A s an experienced tutor, what problems to you perceive to be important to 
the new  students in dealing with their study?
2. What were the learning problems the students faced that you perceived  
when running tutorials?
3. What was the participant rate o f  the current group o f  students that you  
met?
4. H ow  was their performance in tutorials?
5. H ow  did they perform in their assignments?
6. Other than being self-disciplined, what can they do to study relatively 
more easily or not to drop out so easily?
7. D o  you have any advice for them?
Questions Asked to the Tutor Trudy
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The List of Questions that Asked to Two Drop-out Students 
in April 2000
1. W hy did you study at the University?
2. What did you do for preparation?
3. What was your expectation to the study?
4. D id you  face any problems in doing the study? W hy did you  stop your study?
5. D o you  think you have made progress in your study?
6. D o you  think the tutor was helpful?
7. What do you think that the university can do to help?
8. Overall speaking, what do you think o f  your learning experiences in this few  
months?
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APPENDIX H
Observing Tutorials Field Notes Form
Understanding and Practice o f  Distance Education: N ovice Students in 
the Open University o f  Hong Kong
Course Student-interviewee:
Time: Venue:
General observation before the tutorial starting
Tutor’s activities performed Tutees’ responses
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A business communication course
Level: Foundation
Duration: One semester
Credits: 5 Registration value: 5
M edium o f  instruction: English
Course Coordinator: M s xxx
[The course] is suitable for anyone who needs to communicate clearly and 
effectively in English. The course is especially suitable for students new  to the 
OUHK.
Blxx, OLIClxx and Clxx  form an excluded combination.
Aim
The course aims to provide students with a theoretical framework and practical 
strategies for communicating clearly and effectively. Examples used in the course, 
taken from everyday working situations, can be applied in many areas. Students w ill 
get help in improving their use o f  the English language, but they should note that the 
emphasis o f  the course is on effective communication, rather than on English  
grammar.
Content
The theories and strategies cover face-to-face communication in the form o f  
presentations, m eetings and one-to-one situations, as w ell as different major forms o f  
written communication. There is also a study skills unit for those students who have 
been away from education for som e time and for those first attempting distance 
education methods.
Tutorials
Your tutor w ill hold regular tutorials throughout the course. They offer a valuable 
opportunity to practice your business communication skills. Regular attendance is 
strongly recommended.
Assessment
There are four Tutor-marked assignm ents and a final examination. The assignments 
are practical in nature and put the knowledge gained in the course into practice.
Equipment
Y ou need to have access to an audio-cassette player which can record and play 
conventional audio tapes.
Information of the Course Description of a Foundation Level
Course -  Essay Type (in Course Supplement April 2000)
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A mathematics course
Level: Foundation
Duration: Two semesters
Credits: 10 Registration value: 5
M edium o f  instruction: English
Course Coordinator: Dr xxx
This course is suitable for new  entrants to the OUHK.
B lxx  is the new code for B2xx, w hich was offered in the April 1999 semester. These 
two courses form an excluded combination: i f  you  have passed B2xx, you  w ill not be 
allowed to take Blxx. See pages 10-11 for notes on excluded combinations.
Aim and content
This course introduces students to the use o f  mathematics o f  finance and statistical 
methods in business.
Tutorials
Your tutor w ill hold regular tutorials throughout the course. Duty tutors w ill conduct 
regular ‘surgeries’ to help individual students with difficulties in studying course 
materials.
Assessment
There are six  tutor-marked assignments, one practice assignment and a final 
examination.
Equipment
Y ou w ill need a quiet, battery-operated calculator with statistical functions. A  list o f  
approved calculators w ill be provided.
Information of the Course Description of a Foundation Level
Course -  Mathematics Type (in Course Supplement April 2000)
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Information of the Course Description of a Foundation Level
Course -  Computing and Technology Type
(in Course Supplement April 2000)
A computing course
Level: Foundation
Duration: One semester
Credits: 5 Registration value: 5
M edium o f  instruction: English
Course Coordinator: Dr xxx
B lxx  is he new code for B2xx, OLIClxx, C lxx  and B lxx  which were offered in 
previous semesters. The four courses form an excluded combination: i f  your have 
passed B2xx, OLIClxx, C lxx  and Blxx, you are not allowed to take Blxx. See 
pages 10-11 for notes on excluded combinations.
This course has been designed as an introduction to the use o f  microcomputer 
software applications in the business environment.
Aims
This course aims to:
•  introduce you to microcomputers and their applications in business; and
•  enable you to develop, v ia  hands-on experience, the know ledge and skills 
necessary to use common microcomputer software applications in business.
Content
The course has six units. The topics include microcomputer concepts and 
applications in business, microcomputer software and software, wordprocessing, 
electronic spreadsheets, database management and current issues in microcomputer 
applications.
Tutorials
Your tutor w ill hold eight two-hour tutorials throughout the course.
Assessment
There w ill be three Tutor-marked assignments and a final examination.
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Equipment
Y ou w ill need access to:
•  an IBM -compatible PC with an 80486 or higher processor and with at least 8M  
o f  RAM;
•  a hard disk matching your computer;
•  a printer, a few  blank diskettes and a m ouse that matches your computer.
This course uses the follow ing software configuration for demonstration, w hich is 
also used in the tutorials:
•  M icrosoft W indows 95 (operating system )
•  M icrosoft Word 7 (word processing program)
•  M icrosoft Excel 7 (spreadsheet program)
•  M icrosoft A ccess 7 (database management program)
Y ou  are recommended to gain access to these software packages though you  are 
not restricted to them. Y ou may choose other packages as long as you  can fulfil the 
requirements o f  the assignments.
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A programming and design course
Level: M iddle
Duration: Two semesters
Credits: 10 Registration value: 5
M edium o f  instruction: English
Course Coordinator: Dr xxx
[The course] is one o f  the compulsory courses o f  the Bachelor o f  Communication 
Technology degree. The course is self-contained and assumes no specific knowledge 
o f  computer network concepts or network programming techniques. However, 
students are expected to have a basic knowledge o f  computer operations and 
programming.
The overall aims o f  this course are to introduce students to computer network 
concepts and network programming techniques. Topics related to the Internet, 
including its underlying mechanism s, the services available on it and how  
programming can be done over it, are also discussed. Both theoretical knowledge 
and practical analysis on real world problems are equally shared in the course 
content.
The bottom-up approach is taken in structuring the course. Students start from the 
basic building blocks o f  a computer network and how these individual units can be 
glued together to construct a com plete network. The concepts o f  Internetwork 
Architecture com e next. Students leam  about how networks can be interconnected 
and how communications can be done across the networks. After understanding 
these underlying principles, students proceed to programming techniques on making 
use o f  network resources and finally end with advanced Internet-related concepts.
Content
The content o f  [the course] is divided into three major areas:
• Network Architecture and D esign
•  Network Programming .
•  Internet Applications and Programming
The first area -  Network Architecture and D esign -  defines the basic building blocks 
o f  a computer network and how  they are interconnected to form a functional unit. 
Details o f  the Internet Protocol (IP), transmission Control Protocol (TCP) and User 
Datagram Protocol U D ) are presented. A  case study o f  setting up a Local Area 
Network with W indows N T  Servers and other application server (such as those used 
by Internet Service Providers in Hong Kong) is included.
Information of the Course Description of a Middle Level
Course -  Computing and Technology Type
(in Course Supplement April 2000)
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The second area -  Network Programming -  includes an introduction to the U N IX  
kernel, network programming using C/C++, basic script programming, detailed 
descriptions o f  Interprocess Communication Facilities & Objects Synchronization, 
and exam ples o f  application implementations.
The third area -  Internet Applications and Programming -  introduces students to 
basic Internet concepts, variable applications available on the Internet and 
programming techniques used on the Internet.
In addition to these major areas, network security is discussed as this is an important 
issue concerning both internal networks and the Internet.
Aims
The overall aims o f  this course are to:
• develop the students’ knowledge and understanding o f  the underlying principles 
o f  computer networks;
•  develop the students’ ability to evaluate different network designs and propose 
their ow n designs in different real world situations;
•  develop the students’ ability to write network applications;
•  develop the students’ ability to sue the Internet and write sim ple programs over 
it.
Objectives
Upon completion o f  the course, students should be able to:
1 Identify the building blocks o f  a computer network and describe how  and why  
they are interconnected.
2 Describe the Internetwork architecture under the layering model.
3 D iscuss the underlying algorithm o f  the Intemetworkng protocols.
4 Plan and design a computer network in a particular real world situation.
5 Implement a Local Area N etwork using W indows NT.
6 D evelop C\C++ programs.
7 D iscuss the operations o f  U N IX  kernels.
8 D iscuss the underlying techniques and algorithms used in networking 
programming.
9 D evelop network applications in a U N IX  environment.
10 D iscuss the underlying mechanisms o f  the Internet.
11 Describe the services available on the Internet and their underlying algorithms.
12 D iscuss the security issues in internal network and the Internet.
Tutorials
There w ill be regular structured m eetings with your tutor throughout the courses. 
Furthermore, a course W eb page, hltp://plbsunOI .ouhk.cdu.hk/comtccli/ct2xx/2Q00/index.shtml. w ill 
be available to provide on-line tutorial and administrative support to students.
Assessment
There are five Tutor-marked assignments and a final examination.
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Equipment
A  computer system  suitable for connecting to the Internet is essential. H is course 
cannot be studied without easy, regular access to such a system. The specification  
given below  is a minimum and should not be view ed as a precise description o f  what 
you should buy i f  you are intending to do so. M ost suppliers o f  computer systems 
w ill be able to indicate whether any particular system  is suitable for connecting to 
the Internet. The minimum configuration for CT2xx is:
•  IBM compatible 486 PC
•  16 M B RAM
• 500 MB free hard disk space
•  3.5” (1.44M B) floppy disk drive
•  14” V G A  monitor
•  9.6 kbps modem
To emphasize: m ost o f  the above are minimum  requirements. Your study o f  CT2xx 
w ill be made easier i f  you  can arrange for the use o f  a system  with a better 
configuration than that given above.
Software
The course w ill use the Netscape browser for interacting with the Internet. The 
course w ill also make use o f  a number o f  freeware and shareware downloadable 
from the Internet or from the course W eb site.
Internet access
Internet access is required for this course. (See footnote 4 on p. 15.)
Students with disabilities
Students with disabilities are encouraged to discuss this course with the Course 
Coordinator before enrolling.
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CONTENTS
Foreword iv
Chapter 1 Introduction Yuen Kin Sun 1
Chapter 2 Organising your study Liao Feng Hsiang 13
Chapter 3 The learning environment David Murphy 25
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Conducting tutorials 14
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The Enrolment Information of the Continuing Arms of 
Two Universities in Hong Kong
The enrolment information o f  SPACE, the University o f  Hong Kong 
(Source: http://hkuspace.hku.hk/about/about.php?action=facts_enrolment)
Enrolment
Total Enrolment in 2004/05 106,968
Enrolment o f  Community College in 
2004/05
4,903
Enrolment o f  C1DP in 2004/05 716
Total Enrolment in 1956/57 330
Total Enrolment from 1956 to 2005 Above 1.5 million
Growth of Enrolment from 1956
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Growth of Enrolment and FTE* by Level (1998-2005)
* FTE = Full-time Equivalent
Course Level
Award-
bearing
Programmes
Short
Courses
Community
College
Project 
Yi Jin / 
CIDP
Total
Year
98/99
Enrol't 57,012 26,071 83,083
FTE • 10,665 2,254 12,920
Year
99/00
Enrol't 64,125 25,905 90,030
FTE 11,413 2,079 13,492
Year
00/01
Enrol't 68,791 25,710 612 251 95,364
FTE 11,956 2,086 612 251 14,905
Year
01/02
Enrol't 74,434 29,581 2,489 168 106,672
FTE 12,291 2,603 2,489 168 17,551
Year
02/03
Enrol't 76,839 26,773 3,682 54 107,298
FTE 11,289 2,631 3,682 54 17,606
Year
03/04
Enrol't 74,563 26,367 4,130 367 105,427
FTE 10,544 2,373 4,130 367 17,414
Year
04/05
Enrol't 73,224 28,125 4,903 716 106,968
FTE* 9,804 2,288 4,903 716 17,711
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The enrolment information of SCS, the Chinese University of Hong Kong, 2000 -  
2005.
http://www.cuhk.edu.hk/puo/facts/issue/2001/2-degree.html
( u  2 0 0 0 e s  2001 ^  3 h  9 utm) 
Attendance at School of Continuing Studies (from 1.7.2000 to 9.3.2001)
A # N o .
General courses 18,143
IPMlfTM Award-bearing programmes 8,814
Distance education courses 1,859
THiffPIPTM China project 202
IIA  A Total 29,018
http://www.cuhk.edu.hk/puo/facts/issue/2002/2002.htm
( U  2001 t f - i n  1 S M 2 0 0 2 3  B  31 Bsi'W-)
Attendance at School of Continuing Studies (from 1.7.2001 to 31.3.2002)
A # N o .
General courses 21,441
Award-bearing programmes 10,117
Distance education courses 1,810
d3 H China project 155
g A A  Total_____________________________________ 33,523
http://www.cuhk.edu.hk/puo/facts/issue/2003/2003.htm
Attendance at School of Continuing Studies (from 1.7.2002 to 31.3.2003)
A # N o .
General courses 20,729
Award-bearing programmes 10,423
Distance education courses 1,679
i| W S  In-house training 1,175
IIA A  Total 34,006
http://www.cuhk.edu.hk/puo/facts/issue/2004/2004.htm
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Attendance at School of Continuing Studies (from 1.7.2003 to 31.3.2004)
A #  No.
General courses 19,033
Award-bearing programmes 11,384
Distance education courses 1,300
OPfM In-house training 1,227
m jfrX  Total 32,944
http://www.cuhk.edu.hk/iso/facts/issue/2005/2005.htm
Attendance at School of Continuing Studies (from 1.7.2004 to 31.3.2005)
A  At No.
General courses 17,203
m m m m
Award-bearing programmes (including full-time 12,347
students)
SfliSplfM Distance education courses 1,974
In-house training 2,062
BX % . Total 33,586
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A List of Hong Kong Universities With Their Arms and Websites
The Chinese University of Hong Kong 
http://www.cuhk.edu.hk/v5/b5/
School of Continuing and Professional Studies (SCS) 
http://www.scs.cuhk.edu.hk/
The Chinese University of Hong Kong -  Tung Wah Group of Hospitals 
Community College (CUTW) 
http://www.cutw.edu.hk/en_home.asp
The City University of Hong Kong 
http://www.cityu.edu.hk/
Community College of City University (CCCU) 
http://www.cityu.edu.hk/cccu/
School of Continuing and Professional Education (SCOPE) 
http ://www. cityu.edu.hk/cityu/depts/index.htm
The Hong Kong Baptist University 
http ://www.hkbu. edu.hk/eng-ver/index.php
College of International Education (CIE) 
http://www.cie.hkbu.edu.hk/html/aboutcie.htm
School of Continuing Education (SCE) 
http://www.sce.kbu.edu.hk/index_b.html
The Hong Kong Polytechnic University 
http://www.polyu.edu.hk/cpa/polyu/main/main_e.php
j College of Professional and Continuing Education 
i http://www.polyu.edu.hk/cpa/polyu/dept_office/profess_e.php
Hong Kong Community College (HKCC) 
http://www.polyu.edu.hk/hkcc/at/index.php
School of Professional and Education and Executive Development (SPEED) 
http://www.speed.polyu.edu.hk/
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The Hong Kong University of Science and Technology 
http ://www.ust.hk/en/index.html
The HKUST College of Lifelong Learning (CL3) 
http://www.cl3 .ust.hk/
The Lingnan University 
http://www.ln.edu.hk/
The Community College 
http://www.ln.edu.hk/cc/en/pop_menu.html
Lingnan Institute of Further Education (LIFE) 
http://opal.ln.edu.hk/life/
The University of Hong Kong 
http://www.hku.hk/
School of Professional and Continuing Education (SPACE) 
http://hkuspace.hku.hk/index.php
The Open University of Hong Kong 
www.ouhk.edu.hk
The Hong Kong Shue Yan University 
http ://www.hksyc.edu/
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An Interview Transcription -  Sample Pages
*Date: January 2000 (the first in-depth interview),
and June 2000 (the first telephone discussion)
*Interviewer: Natalia Li
^Interviewee: Bertha
^Discipline: Bachelor of Business Administration
* Secondary Education: F5
*Previous Tertiary Education: Part-time courses in an ex-polytechnic institution,
Hong Kong
* Academic Achievement: Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination
*Total Working Years: 23
1. Interviewer: Why did you decided to study for the part-time course at the 
University?
2. Bertha: I started at October 98 .1 have started for more than a year. I realised that 
I do not have sufficient knowledge. I was only a F5 graduate. Now many 
university graduates cannot get a job, not to say a secondaiy school graduate. I 
am worried.
3. Interviewer: What courses have you taken?
4. Bertha: I have taken 3 courses. Two current courses will be examined in February. 
The first one was [a mathematics course], (taken exam in August 1999).
5. Interviewer: Not many people take that one as the first course.
6. Bertha: I am very weak in maths. It is a compulsory course. If I cannot pass it, it 
means that I cannot continue the study here.
7. Interviewer: Now you are taking courses. That means you have passed it. You 
can continue your study.
8. Bertha: I hope so. [Hahaha]
9. Interviewer: You have a different strategy from others.
10. Bertha: I hope that I can make it (pass all courses).
11. Interviewer: I realise that you are taking two courses. Why did you choose those 
courses?
12. Bertha: I took one course only last year, [the mathematics course], because as 
said, I am very weak in maths. I took two courses this semester. One is [the 
business communication], another one is computing. I don’t think computing 
would be difficult. I have been using software like Excel. I learned about D-Base 
10 years ago. Of course, now the software has been improved. However, I find
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that there are not many changes. I have confidence that I can handle the course. I 
can deal with 2/3 of the course contents without problems.
13. Interviewer: It seems that you have some confidence in passing the current 
courses, but are a bit worried in mathematics related subjects.
14. Bertha: I don’t know. I hope that the tutors would be more linear in grading. 
[Hahahaha]
15. Interviewer: Any factors that you see as important which affected your decision?
16. Bertha: Easy entry. [Hahahahaha], but paying higher tuition fee. I have made an 
inquiry. The tuition fee of OU is the most expensive.
17. Interviewer: Is it? Have you thought of studying overseas distance learning 
courses?
18. Bertha: As far as I know, overseas universities also require a basic qualification 
for entry. I have asked for some information. Those courses support might only 
rely on distance correspondence. You have no one to ask. You have to depend 
solely on yourself. I don’t feel comfortable enough. At OU, at least you can have 
one or two lessons to attend. You have someone to ask.
Contribution/Achievement
19. Interviewer: What do you want to achieve?
20. Bertha: I want to learn more, knowledge, skills, attitudes, everything, including 
to know the world nowadays. If you don’t study, you have no way to learn more 
about the world. I do not have the standards (work, academic) that required. The 
standards are improving continuously. I suppose the MBA studied 10 or 20 years 
ago will be very different from the current programme. I think the continuing 
education is very important.
21. Interviewer: Will it contribute to your career development? Why? How? In what 
aspects?
22. Bertha: Emmm, you may use what have learned when there are chances after 
studying. If I don’t study, I might not be able to perform in certain way correctly.
23. Interviewer: You could apply what you have learned at work.
24. Bertha: Yes, I think it is very basic. For example the software “Word” can help to 
perform certain functions. For example, I didn’t know much about business 
communication before studying it. I did not know that I have to think from the 
listener’s prospective to communicate in a convincing maimer. I did not think in 
this way before. I would not think of why the other parties respond in certain 
ways. It does not matter if they show negative responses. Maybe it is the natural 
consequence of the usual communication mode. Before I studied, I did not know 
there are certain techniques to be employed to increase positive responses.
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25. Interviewer: Would it affect your promotion, change of posts or salary?
26. Bertha: I hope so. [Hahaha] I don’t know.
27. Interviewer: Now you are studying. Would the mentioned issues related?
28. Bertha: I think I can take up more responsibilities or change job.
29. Interviewer: As a manager, I think you have a lot of responsibilities.
30. Bertha: Just in name. [Hahahahaha]
31. Interviewer: Then many people would like to have the title in name. [Hahahaha]
32. Bertha: I think people have more responsibilities can improve their confidence. 
That’s true. It is stated in textbooks. You would not be so fearful/worried as 
before.
33. Interviewer: More knowledge to back up yourself.
34. Bertha: Yes, you study is to gain more knowledge to help yourself.
Expectation
35. Interviewer: What are your expectations about the study as a whole?
36. Bertha: [Silent for a while] Have I answered?
37. Interviewer: Different people have different expectation. For example, some want 
to make more friends. Some want to study for passing leisure time, or just to 
keep learning.
38. Bertha: I remain the same point -  to learn more. I did not study enough when I 
was young. I think this is the most important reason for me to study. I really want 
to leam more.
39. Interviewer: What are your expectations about the course? Did it match your 
expectation?
40. Bertha: It seemed that the course provided more than I expected. At the 
beginning, I queried what would be covered in the course. I did not know before 
taking the course. It turned out to let me know that when you want to 
communicate with people, you have to motivate people to communicate with you; 
enhance your creditability; using ‘you’ approach to give the listener a sense of 
importance, etc. When I think about these concepts, it seems that they are useful 
to certain extent.
41. Interviewer: You did not expect to leam these things.
42. Bertha: No, I did not have any ideas.
43. Interviewer: Have you applied the theories in your work?
44. Bertha: I tried my best.
45. Interviewer: It should be your subordinates to draft business letters or faxes, but 
not yourself.
46. Bertha: [Hahaha]. I am responsible for everything.
516
APPENDIX S
47. Interviewer: Did you show your colleagues the ways of communication?
48. Bertha: Sometimes. They could be applied sometimes.
49. Interviewer: What would you say about all your decisions, timing, university, 
learning mode...?
50. Bertha: To me the decisions are fine, but not suitable for all. I think students have 
to be very self-disciplined. Another reason I choose to study at OU because there 
are only a few tutorial sessions. [Hahahaha]. I can’t afford attending class three 
nights a week but not staying at home for my family. I have to give some time to 
my daughter. I prefer to stay at home busy at studying rather than leaving home 
for class. I choose to keep my daughter company at least physically. To me, the 
choice of studying at OU is good.
51. Interviewer: Are there any positive effects to you daughter?
52. Bertha: Emmm, yes, a bit. She is a kind of person does not concentrate on 
studying. She will leave things behind until the last minute. Last year, I took [the 
mathematics course] which had tutorials once a month. I told her that I did not 
only study the night before tutorials. I studied every night. She saw me study 
every night. I think she realised that we cannot save everything until the last 
minute. I hope that she would take the advice one day. At the moment she still 
needs to be reminded. Maybe she is still young. She is not that self-disciplined as 
adults. I hope that she will regard her mom, me, as an example. I also told her to 
study and receive more education. I told her that I did not receive much 
education when young. I have to study part-time when grew up. It is tedious. I 
suggested her to study hard, otherwise she would be as poor as me.
53. Interviewer: You share your experience. You are an example as well.
54. Interviewer: Do you think your expectation is realistic? Would they be too high 
or too low?
55. Bertha: I think it is OK. I am a kind of people would not give the highest or 
lowest grades. For example, if scale 5 represents the best, I would give a grade 
around 4 to show that things go well. I don’t agree that there are prefect things. 
At the moment, out of a 10-point scale, I will give 7 or 8 that my expectations are 
matched. When I complete any questionnaires, I never choose strongly disagree 
or strongly agree. It seems that my responses are not very helpful for the 
University.
56. Interviewer: You have your view. Everyone has his/her standard. That’s why we 
have to get a large sampling for completing questionnaires or conduct interviews 
with people because the samples would represent different points of view.
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Preparation
57. Interviewer: What preparations have you done?
58. Bertha: You mean before the study?
59. Interviewer: Yes.
60. Bertha: No (very quickly). No, I did not. The University does not require any 
qualification. I did not do any preparation for getting a place as it is open entry. I 
really did not prepare. I was very lazy.
61. Interviewer: Did you think of any time allocation for study or preparation as 
such?
62. Bertha: I didn’t. However, once I received the course materials in September, I 
started to go over them. I knew that I had to be ready for the study for three 
reasons. First, I have made a decision to go for it seriously. Second, I had an 
attitude of seeking knowledge. Third, I have paid high tuition fee. So I told 
myself to do the best, otherwise I would just waste money and time. Therefore, 
for all the courses, I go over the materials once I have received them.
63. Interviewer: Did you do some psychological preparation as you had not studied 
for a number of years?
64. Bertha: If I thought that I had to face plenty difficulties or had high expectations, 
it would create some pressure. I would not be able to do my study happily or 
smoothly. So far, I am happy in my study. No matter the exam result will be, at 
least I found I have learned something. I can catch up what I was behind initially. 
I think everything is OK.
65. Interviewer: You said that you did not do any preparation. However, you went 
over the course materials once received. It is a sort of preparation before course 
commencing. What do you think of your preparations? Is it helpful to your 
study?
66. Bertha: At the beginning, I felt a bit relaxed as I had read a few chapters ahead of 
the schedule. However, when time went by, I had to spend time on doing 
assignments. I spent much time doing well in assignments and was able to hand 
in on time. In this case, I did not have time to pre-read plenty of the course 
materials. Gradually, my reading schedule went along the tutorial schedules. So 
far, for example, [the mathematics course], I still managed to read a bit ahead of 
the tutor’s schedule. I really study every evening. If I was not ahead of the 
schedule, it would be not ideal.
67. Interviewer: You mean you have previewed for tutorials.
68. Bertha: Yes, yes. Otherwise, you would not be able to ask questions. You have to 
know what you did not understand. Then you could ask questions to clarify. I 
make my best to do so. Tutorials are set for this purpose. I am not attending
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tutorials to listen to tutor passively. Tutor cannot cover all the contents. There is 
so much to leam. For computing, it would not be the case. For [the business 
communication], the tutor has highlighted the key concepts that you have to leam 
even you do not go to sleep. [Hahahaha]. For [the mathematics course], the tutor 
(sir) also tried to cover all the key points. He was quite good.
Problem
69. Interviewer: Have you been facing any problems in your study?
70. Bertha: Yes. However it would not affect my study that much. I called my tutors 
when I wanted to make clear of the course contents. I do not call very often 
though. I will first try my best to understand the contents by myself. If I come 
across questions before tutorials, I would mark on the notes. I would pay more 
attention to the parts that I did not understand. I do not have any other problems.
71. Interviewer: You mentioned that you have faced some problems. What problems 
or hurdles have you been facing then?
72. Bertha: I did not understand some course contents. Sometimes I might not 
understand what stated in the textbook. It seemed that I had more problems in 
[the mathematics course]. Maybe I am not good at maths and numbers. Usually I 
could understand after attending tutorials.
73. Interviewer: How do you feel? Do you have any pressure?
74. Bertha: No. [Hahaha].
75. Interviewer: You have been studying for more than a year. How do you maintain 
your learning desire?
76. Bertha: It is because I can learn new things continuously. I also think that I might 
not have anything to do if I don’t study. For example, people might watch TV. 
However, the contents and language used in the TV programmes do not suitable 
for my daughter. People will not screen for suitability. Although it is said that the 
programmes showed between 6pm and 8pm are suitable for family, I regard that 
those programmes should also be catagorised as parental guidance. I don’t find 
the programmes are enjoyable. I find it is a waste of time to watch TV. So I prefer 
to study, to do some reading. My daughter studies in her room. She only watches 
some TV in the weekends as there are no class the next days. I will study in the 
dinning room. I don’t mind them switching on the TV. I concentrate on my study. 
After taking exam, I will take a rest for a few days to relax. Then I will read 
newspaper. In fact, I do not have much time to read newspapers. Once you have 
started a study, you would not have much time. If you do not have time, it is 
better not to take up the study.
77. Interviewer: Do you think it is a kind of time management?
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78. Bertha: I think it is, subconsciously, to have a schedule in mind.
79. Interviewer: How many hours that you study every time?
80. Bertha: When I was studying one subject, I studied for an hour each time. When 
the exam was approaching, I studied one & a half to two hours. Now, I have been 
taking 2 courses. I study an hour for each subject. I have handed in all 
assignments for this semester. I can take a short break after returning home. 
However, I can’t be too relaxed as exams are approaching. In average, I spend an 
hour per subject each evening. Very likely, I will take two courses per semester. 
In the first year, I only took one course, [the mathematics course] because I am 
weak in math. Another reason was that I was not sure if I could manage to the 
distance study. I had a determination. However, things might not happen as you 
wish. It turned out that I could pass the subject which allowed myself to continue 
the study here. The current courses are short courses which only last for half a 
year. I am fine in the computing course. Before taking the course, I have heard 
about “ram”, “megahertz”. However, I did not know what they are exactly. Now I 
have some ideas about them. I will understand the description when purchasing a 
computer. Before, I knew nothing about them. I am although not knowing 
everything in detail, at least I have some basic ideas. However, I can’t say that I 
can give advice or give detail explanation. There are plenty of things to be 
remembered.
81. Interviewer: Do you have to apply the use of software or you just need to recall 
the theories?
82. Bertha: When you need to use Excel, for example, you have to write a formula. I 
think the “D-base” is more useful. This is also a kind of experience. In my work, 
I have not been using D-base for more than 10 years. When I pick it up again in 
the course, I feel good because I leam about it again.
83. Interviewer: It seemed that you are happy about the study except you have some 
worries in the math course. Do you think that you have tackle all the problems in 
your study?
84. Bertha: Emmm, the problem I have is mainly about the understanding of 
textbook contents or course materials. I will call my tutors to help. So far, I can 
manage my study. However, I have no ideas about the next semester.
85. Interviewer: Did anyone show you the way to handle the study?
86. Bertha: Even someone had told me, I would have forgotten. I did not attend the 
orientation when started the study here. I was lazy to attend the orientation. The 
location of the orientation is not convenient for me. I think the journey on 
transportation was not direct.
87. Interviewer: How about the learning centre at Tsing Yi?
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88. Bertha: I do not want to travel far away in fact. However, I know there are so 
many courses and groups are running. There are no choices. I have no choice for 
accepting or not.
Dealing assignments
89. Interviewer: How have you been coping with the few first assignments that were 
to be assessed?
90. Bertha: [Pause for a while] I first read through the contents. I started very early 
actually. I wrote numerous drafts. I mean, for every course and each assignment. 
I would like to do my best. I am worried that I do not have enough time to revise 
for the final version if I start late. I keep revising until the last minutes that I have 
to hand in the assignments. I think as I have put much time on each assignment, I 
would blame no one once I do not get a satisfying outcome.
91. Interviewer: I know many people are doing this way.
92. Bertha: However, I don’t think it is a good practice to prepare for exam. You 
know, we can keep changing in doing assignments as we have time. I just can 
write things roughly or make scribbles. I can write drafts not seriously or without 
much attention. However, during exam, time is not allowed to do so. It is not a 
good practice.
93. Interviewer: You have only taken the exam of [the mathematics course].
94. Bertha: I haven’t taken the exams of [the business communication] and the 
computing course.
95. Interviewer: You got the [the mathematics course] passed.
96. Bertha: [Chuckle] I got it passed.
97. Interviewer: So you can continue studying other courses without much pressure 
as you have passed the most difficult course as you regarded.
98. Bertha: I don’t know. Sometimes things did not happen as it should be. A course 
mate of [the mathematics course] said something which I agreed with him to 
some extent. He is an accountant. He said that maths was easy. 1 plus 1 must be 2. 
There is no second answer. He continued to say, “Don’t think that non maths 
subjects are easy. For me, writing essay is a pressure. I don’t know how and what 
to write.” I agree. You don’t know how the tutors or markers would mark your 
writing. There are no definite or standard answers. You never know exactly how 
you perform. Maths is different. You know you are right or wrong when checking 
the answers. The course mate did not like writing essay. He said that he would 
feel annoyed when asked to write essays. He prefers to do maths.
99. Interviewer: I think people have their own strength and weakness.
100.Bertha: I was quite weak in maths therefore I am afraid of doing maths. Now I
521
APPENDIX S
will see it a bit differently. For essay type questions, your views and points might 
be different from your tutors’ or the markers’. You might have different view on 
certain points or concepts. However, the course, the study requires you to answer 
or respond in a certain way. Therefore I would say that the course mate was right. 
Now I would expect that the marks to be gained in [the business communication] 
would be lower than [the mathematics course]. I would like to praise myself. I 
scored 92 in the exam of [the mathematics course].
101.Interviewer: Wow. Brilliant.
102.Bertha: My performance in [the business communication] will not be the same. I 
am fine in the computing course.
103.Interviewer: You are not satisfied with your performance in all assignments of 
[the business communication], are you?
104.Bertha: I don’t think that I have been performed well. I had a brief chat with the 
tutor the other day. She expressed that she was a bit disappointed to my 
performance in assignments. “Oh, my God,” I think. Maybe I have started to deal 
with the assignments too early. I am quite stubborn. Once I consider a certain 
point to be presented, I will stick on it. I did not think of any alternatives. So 
even I revised my drafts, I still kept the same points and views. This is the first 
“fatal” reason. The second one is that I was not serious and smart enough. I was 
not aware of the importance of using “You approach” in one assignment. I used 
the approach, but I was not aware of using it throughout the assignment, using it 
at the beginning, in the main body and in the conclusion. I did not score much in 
that part. So when the tutor provided feedback to our assignments in one tutorial, 
I was very disappointed.
105.Interviewer: What have you learned from this event?
106.Bertha: [Hahaha] I learned to use “you” more. [Hahaha]
107.Interviewer: You have started early. You made a lot of drafts. How can you gain 
higher marks with your effort paid, and not wasting your time?
108.Bertha: I should see things in more angles. I should see more alternatives. I 
should not be that easy going in dealing assignments. The tutor actually had 
mentioned and reminded us of important points when was briefing for the 
assignment. I made mistakes on those points though. It was because I did not 
bear them in mind or take them seriously enough. I have to admit that it is my 
fault that I did not pay sufficient attention to the reminders. For example, the first 
assignment was to present on “Motivation” or “Creditability”. The tutor 
suggested us to write on “Motivation” as it was relatively easier to handle. When 
she mentioned the point, I was happy because I had dealt with it in advance. 
However, when she gave comments to my assignment, she said that we could not
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use a single solution to solve all problems. However, I took it for granted in my 
assignment that I made the exact mistake. I did not present each solution to each 
problem correspondingly. In fact, the tutor had mentioned the point when 
briefing us for the assignment. I had taken notes. However, I did not pay attention 
to it. I would remember the point very clearly in the exam in the hope that I could 
apply the theory and learning.
109.1nterviewer: I could feel that she reminded the class very solemnly. She asked 
you to read the questions in foil detail, to answer every part.
llO.Bertha: I know. However, I still wonder if I have to put many “you” when I use 
the “you approach”. For example, she reminded us to write “As a result of...” 
when the particular theory is applied. She said that we have to follow the 
instructions and requirements of the theory as we are taking [the business 
communication]. They are the requirements of the course contents.
I l l  .Interviewer: You have to write certain words to gain marks.
112.Bertha: I would be alert in the exam. [Hahaha]
113.Interviewer: You have been starting early for assignments. You revised your 
drafts plenty of times. You study every evening. Do you think that your effort is 
paid?
114.Bertha: I am very satisfied with the result of [the mathematics course], very 
satisfied. My friends expressed that they could not believe that I could gain so 
good result in an advance maths course. Computing is fine. I am quite 
disappointed for [the business communication].
115.Interviewer: You have spent quite much time on the subject.
116.Bertha: Yes. I am not very happy with my performance. The main reason is that I 
have not paid foil attention to the subject.
117.Interviewer: In total, you have tackled more than 10 TMAs. What was done 
differently/ the same for the other assignments?
118.Bertha: I did not have drafts for dealing with the TMAs of [the mathematics 
course] as maths problems have definite answers. For computing, I also started 
early. Although I have been using Excel or Word Processing in my work, I still 
took time to read or to practice to make sure if I really understand the concepts. 
It’s fine. For [the business communication], I started early and always had a few 
drafts before coming up with the last version.
119.Interviewer: You spent much time on them.
120.Bertha: Yes, that’s why I am disappointed with the performance in the subject.
121.Interviewer: Do you have any methods which could help you to perform better?
122.Bertha: I should be smarter.
123 ^ Interviewer: You mentioned earlier that you might not be clear of the
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requirements of the TMAs before starting to do the assignments. Do you think 
you will make a difference later?
124.Bertha: I think so. I always stick to the first thought come into my mind. For 
example, there could be a few possible views for tackling a question. However, I 
have been so stubborn that I would only keep the single point. Even I make 
revision, I only make minor changes but still keeping the same point throughout. 
Maybe it is the reason I do not perform well.
125.Interviewer: Will you hold on doing assignments before listening to the tutors’ 
key points?
126.Bertha: Maybe I will try in next courses. Maybe I will have an initial draft in 
head then match with the tutors’ requirements.
127.Interviewer: So you will listen to tutor’s advice.
128.Bertha: I always listen to the tutors. I never fall asleep in class. However, I did 
not pay full attention to the courses. I know my personality well. I am hopeless.
Study groups
129.Interviewer: Do you have a study group? Have you thought of seeking advice 
from course mates?
130.Bertha: I do not have any study groups since I have taken up the study here. I 
may have one or two course mates whom I can share briefly.
131 .Interviewer: When did you share? Have you made phone calls to them to discuss 
assignments or course work?
132.Bertha: We only talked about minor matters in life. We chatted before tutorials 
commenced. We did not talk about study.
133.Interviewer: Have you ever tried to reach your course mates? I know that you 
have exchanged telephone numbers.
134.Bertha: No, not at all. Not even for [the mathematics course] which the answers 
of TMAs would be the same. I never called them to check answers.
135.Interviewer: So you have been studying alone.
136.Bertha: It depends on my ability and how far I could reach. [Hahahah],
137.Interviewer: Do you think that studying with course mates can help?
138.Bertha: Maybe, however I can’t tell as I have never tried. I hardly will take the 
initiative. The tutor of [the business communication] asked us to exchange 
telephone numbers. I had no choice. It is a good practice by the way. I know that 
some other courses of other institutions would assign group project which I 
haven’t asked since I have taken up the study here. It is our students’ personal 
affairs if exchanging telephone numbers. However, I will not call people initially. 
I do not have the initiative. I will never give my telephone number without being
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requested. I mentioned the one or two course mates whom I could share a bit 
were from [the mathematics course]. They asked for my telephone numbers first. 
One of the course mates lost some information. She asked me to lend her the 
materials. After a short chat, I realised that she was a hardworking student. I then 
got closer to her as I should get along with hardworking people, to leam from 
good examples. I asked which topics she had covered or where she would go 
after class.
139.Interviewer: How’s the mutual support?
140.Bertha: I did not ask her even once when I had problems on studying. I first 
would ask the tutor. We did not discuss our assignments, not even for checking 
answers.
141. Interviewer: Did you sit together in tutorials?
142.Bertha: We always sat together. Sometimes, I would ask her which part was the 
tutor (sir) covering when I was jotting notes. Quite often we just chatted very 
briefly. In tutorials, I might be asked to answer questions or to follow the 
instructions. In [the mathematics course], I asked questions when taking notes. 
We then never asked questions over die phone after class. After taking [the 
mathematics course], we took different courses. She took accounting related 
courses. I took a business computing course and a business communication 
course. Now we still have some contacts. I am very happy about that. We are 
acquaintance. She is very nice. She shared her view that dealing maths was easy 
as there would be definite answer for each problem. She told me that writing 
essay was different. She had already taken those courses. She shared her feelings 
with me. I also shared my experience on learning computing. Nowadays, many 
people use Word Processing or Excel. The subject was not that difficult. We have 
sharing like these.
143.Interviewer: You have some sharing but not discussing on particular assignments 
or course materials. You do not discuss on assignments.
144.Bertha: No.
Academic support
145.Interviewer: Do you think you have enough academic support, e.g. facilities, 
tutor/peer support...? Do you want any more academic support or facilities from 
the University?
146.Bertha: I know there are some on-line courses. However, I feel like reading text, 
printed course materials more than reading from the screen display. It might hurt 
my eyes. Maybe some people need to leam in this format. For others, emmm... I 
think if students are Hong Kong Island residents, they can go to learning centres
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on the Hong Kong Island, the same for students who live on Kowloon side.
147.Interviewer: Li Kar-shing has donated HK$40 million for a learning centre at 
Sheung Wan.
148.Bertha: Yes, I think he should donate more. For the sum is a minor budget for 
him. I have not taken any courses of other Hong Kong institutions. I do not know 
the quality and requirements. However, the first comment that I received from 
people around was the expensive tuition fee. It was the most expensive among all 
higher institutions for part-time study. However, I realised that the course 
materials have been organised for her students. I know that students of other 
institutions have to read a lot of reference books or search information. For us, 
we do not need to do so. On the contrary, I wonder if the contents we have been 
covering are not good enough. I cannot make any comments or judgement as I 
have not studied in other institutions. I chose to study here for a few reasons, no 
entry requirements, a few class meeting times and the qualification is recognised 
by the Government. For class meeting time, it is meaningless to talk about the 
quantities, the total numbers of hour, but the quality has to been counted. I have a 
belief that since HK Government recognises the qualification, the quality of the 
education provided here would not be too bad. However, I also heard some 
comments related to the promotion and the student recruitment. Some people do 
not appreciation the approach of having stands or booths for promotion. They 
said that the Hong Kong University only advertises on newspaper and wait for 
callings from people who are interested in. I agree that there are many reasons 
and background issues affect the universities to employ certain strategies. 1 hope 
that the course materials are well re-organised which would not be worse than 
those provided by HKU.
Suggestions
149.Interviewer: Do you have any suggestions to make to the University?
150.Bertha: The tuition fee should not be that expensive. [Laugh]
151.Bertha: I received a comment from the course mate mentioned. I think it is very 
important. She told me that there was a typo error on an exam specimen. Since 
the paper was a confidential one, it was typed by the course co-ordinator. As she 
has been working in the accounting field for many years, she could not deal with 
the case properly and match with the model answer. Even the tutor did not know 
how to explain it. It turned out to discover that the course co-ordinator had made 
a mistake in typing a figure. You know, a single number on the account/balance 
sheet affects a lot other issues. It affected how students put the entries and 
analysed the case. I was unhappy to learn about it.
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152.Bertha: My friend also told me that she was confused in taking the course. She 
has been working for many years but still being confused. She could not leam 
much. She suggested me to take elementary accounting while I am able to deal 
with the current courses without too big difficulty. She said that I have to take the 
elementary course otherwise I would not be able to understand the course. I am 
worried. I have a lot of things to do already. I cannot spare time to take additional 
courses. I can only deal with a very simple balance problem. She said that she 
was confused even she has been working in the field for so many years. She was 
not sure if it was her problem that she actually did not have sufficient 
pre-requisites or it was the problem of course materials. So she did not enjoy the 
course that much. Please reflect the case to OU.
153.Interviewer: How’s her result?
154.Bertha: She just has handed in the last TMA. We both take exam in February.
155.Interviewer: It was not an intention to have a typo error.
156.Bertha: Well, keeping exam papers confidential is an issue. However, as a course 
co-ordinator, he/she has the responsibility to make sure error free. He/she should 
check clearly.
Overview
157.1nterviewer: Do you think you have achieved what you planned?
158.Bertha: [pause]
159.Interviewer: You expected that you could leam some knowledge, you could apply 
what have learnt etc.
160.Bertha: You mean if I have made progress in my study.
161.Interviewer: You can evaluate if you have made progress or if you have achieved 
what you expected.
162.Bertha: Emmm... I think I have made some progress.
163.Interviewer: In what aspects, how far?
164.Bertha: Not much, you see my performance in [the business communication], 
after studying for half a year, I remained similar. You asked if my colleagues 
gave me their drafts for improvement. I made some changes though. For example, 
I would use more positive approach instead of saying thing negatively, saying 
negative issues in an indirect way, to make it a bit more positive. For maths, I 
think it is useful for me to some extent.
165.Interviewer: You did well in [the mathematics course].
166.Bertha: [Chuckle] But just one course.
167.1nterviewer: You are taking two courses.
168.Bertha: But I have not taken exam yet.
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169.1nterviewer: You said that 2/3 of the business computing course is under your 
control.
170.Bertha: Hope so. [Chuckle] '
171.Interviewer: Let’s look into different topics, study skills say, reading, 
understanding of course materials, writing skills, dealing with assignments, 
searching references.. .Do you think you have made progress?
172.Bertha: Emmm study skills...
173.Interviewer: Take [the business communication] as an example, compare your 
current situations with the time when you first came across the course materials, 
when you first dealt with assignments, do you think you could read or understand 
or write faster?
174.Bertha: More or less the same. Er...er I can understand the concepts. I am just a 
bit too relaxed or stubborn in dealing assignments. I hope I will not be the same 
in the exam. When I think back, I regard myself was not too serious in doing 
assignments.
175.Interviewer: OK, how about the ability of facing or dealing problems? For 
example, you said that you were not too serious in dealing assignment. Would it 
be a problem to be dealt with?
176.Bertha: Before, similar at work and study, when I had any ideas, I would stick to 
it. Amendments were made without revising. However, nowadays, I would 
ponder and think in another way round. I would justify the answers or facts that 
observed.
177.1nterviewer: You mentioned that your effort paid in [the business communication] 
did not match with the performance outcome. What comments would you give to 
your own performance in class? I realised that the tutor would ask the class 
questions or organise learning activities. You might need to speak up or report in 
class. How did you find your performance in learning and participation?
178.Bertha: [Pause] Emmm.... I was more active in [the mathematics course]. For 
[the business communication], usually it was the tutor’s nomination.
179.Interviewer: But you gave responses every time.
180.Bertha: [Hahahaha] For the computing course, I asked questions to the tutor 
when I did not understand. D-base is difficult for me. I had not used it for long 
years. No one can help you if you don’t ask in the tutorials. Different from 
younger time that we would call classmates to discuss. I have never called any 
course mates. I think I was quite active in the computing course.
181.Interviewer: Do you think that you can answer the tutor’s questions or to 
contribute in class to help course mates to understand?
182.Bertha: I am not sure if I was helpful to the class, but it was helpful to myself.
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You remember one case, that the tutor said that someone asked what “a plain 
paper” was? It was me to ask the question.
183.Interviewer: The tutor expressed that it was a good question.
184.Bertha: I did not know if others knew what a plain paper was. I did not know 
what it was. I am not praising myself, but my question allowed Trudy to explain 
the term to the whole class. So when we came across the term again in exam, we 
know that we have to put letterheads, addresses, telephone numbers etc.
185.Interviewer: I think a number of you would miss the information because you get 
used to your company would provided letter-headed sheets.
186.Bertha: Yes, yes. However, it is very strange. We have to make up address or 
other information. We had a brief discussion of the issue. We made the remark 
that the letterhead used up a number of our word limit. The word limit was too 
small already that we could not present so many ideas.
187.Interviewer: So far how would you evaluate your performance in class?
188.Bertha: I hope that I did not disappoint the tutors. I always have eye contacts 
with Trudy. She would know that not everyone went into sleep.
Assessment
189.Interviewer: Now the current assessments are TMAs and sitting exam. Each 
carries 50% of the total. What would you say about the system?
190.Bertha: I hope that the TMAs can carry more marks. 60% and 40%. TMAs 
weight 60%. I think if TMAs carried 70%, it would not be fair if someone asked 
others to handle the assignments.
191 .Interviewer: Emmm....
192.Bertha: Of course, I would do thing like this as it would only bring harm to 
oneself, but not all think in this way. Mature [stressed tone] students like me 
• would think in a similar way. In fact I am getting old. [hahaha]
193.Interviewer: How confident are you in passing the courses? You were quite 
nervous but gained good result in [the mathematics course]. When talking about 
the current subjects, you have some reservation.
194.Bertha: Please don’t fail. It would be very bad. However, if I can pass, I would 
only pass marginally.
195.Interviewer: Would you be pressurised?
196.Bertha: I hope not. It was because I did not pay full attention to the assignments 
in [the business communication].
197.Interviewer: So far, are you satisfied with your study?
198.Bertha: Oh, I would continue my study. I have applied courses and received the 
tuition fee receipt.
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199.Interviewer: What have you applied?
200.Bertha: Accounting, 10 credits & financial management, 5 credits.
201. Interviewer: What do you have such combination?
202.Bertha: If I just take a single course for a whole year, it would be a waste of time 
(to finish the programme). I might not be able to finish when I retire, [hahaha] I 
am worried that I would not be able to handle two 1-year courses at the same 
time. You know, the contents of an 1-year course is quite much. I would have to 
take 2 exams at the same time. I think it would be tedious. I hope it is a workable 
strategy.
203.Interviewer: What would you do differently if you could start again which enable 
you to study better?
204.Bertha: I might not take only one course in the first year. However, I was not sure 
if I only took one course so that I could manage [the mathematics course] well, or 
I actually could handle it without much problem. I could not tell at that time or 
now. Maybe I can take a bit more in each semester. You know there are many 
courses to be covered to gain 120 credits. It takes ages.
205.Interviewer: Have you thought how many years you need to get the degree?
206.Bertha: No, I did not think of it. It is a failure. However, I don’t know if it is 
correct. If I set a time frame, I might have pressure. I don’t want to neglect my 
daughter or give less time to her for my study. I really do not want it to happen. If 
I take 3 courses at the same, I will die (not able to manage). Each subject 
occupied much time. It is meaningless if you have to re-sit for taking too many 
courses.
207.Interviewer: Is it a good thing that you did not set a time frame?
208.Bertha: Two sides of a coin. If you do not have a plan, you will fall out quite 
easily. If you have a time frame, it would be difficult. Those who can finish a 
degree programme in 4 years are brilliant, excellent. In average, one has to gain 
30 credits in one year to make up the 120 credits. I am not able to do so. No, I 
really can’t make it. I can’t tell if it is a good idea not to set a time frame.
209.Interviewer: Well, you can think of it again when you take time to reflect.
210.Interviewer: How do you feel yourself as a part-time student?
211.Bertha: I do not waste my time, have a bit of sense of achievement, except not 
bright enough in dealing with assignments, [hahaha]
212.Interviewer: How about the role of an adult learner? You said more than once that 
you are old.
213.Bertha: I feel good. I can leam more knowledge. I can update myself which is 
very important to me. Emmm... watching TV [ is a waste of time]. What can you 
do in leisure time if you do not study. Reading on my own, I read some fictions
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or books. I know something from them, but then so what? I cannot leam. I don’t 
want to waste my time idly. Maybe I had wasted a lot of time previously. I would 
regret when old if I do not study.
214.1nterviewer: You would not regret in the future as you are studying now.
215.Bertha: Yes, if I could not gain a qualification, I would not blame as I have paid 
my effort. I have to accept the fact, the fate that I could not reach a higher level. 
Why am I so stupid? I can’t blame anyone.
216.Interviewer: Now you have been paying effort.
217.Bertha: Well, you can leam more or less when you study. Until this moment, I 
would say that I am not that stupid. I can learn something I want.
218.Interviewer: So far you think you are learning.
Human relationship
219.Interviewer: You mentioned that you have an acquaintance and you keep in 
contact.
220.Bertha: I seldom contact people of the University. For students, I do not contact 
after class. For tutors, I think they are very smart. The tutor of [the mathematics 
course] is very smart. I did call him and tell who I was. However, in tutorial he 
identified me and asked if I had overcome the problem. There was a two-week 
time gap between. I was surprised and happy.
221. Interviewer: How do you feel that the tutor can identify you?
222.Bertha: I think it is good. I was attentive in class. I deserved that the tutor could 
recognise me. If I were the tutor, I would be happy that students pay attention in 
class and look at me.
223.Interviewer: Have any unexpected event happened? For example, you performed 
unexpectedly well in the mathematics course. Any other thing happened?
224.Bertha: I realised that I could sustain my motivation to continue my study. I 
mentioned that I studied in an ex-polytechnic part-timely, & HKMA. I did not 
sustain sufficiently. Maybe I was young at that time. I was not that highly 
motivated or concentrate in studying. I did not realise the pitfall of not continue 
to study. Now I find that I like to study. I remembered I called my friend in [the 
mathematics course] once I had finished the exam. I told her that I was aimless 
and had nothing to do when I had nothing to study. She asked if I was crazy. 
Then she passed me a book about business communication. I did not expect that I 
was so aimless when not studying. I did not realise that before.
225.Interviewer: It is a good discovery.
226.Bertha: I hope that I can sustain the mood like that.
227.Interviewer: I think the sustain of motivation is very important to students who
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gain a qualification by accumulating credits by credits.
228.Bertha: Another issue is that I set an example to my daughter that I am still 
studying. I hope that she would work harder for her study.
229.1nterviewer: I see.
230.Interviewer: Please share a precious experience.
231 .Bertha: As mentioned, I am still working hard for my study.
Suggestion
232.Interviewer: What advice would you give to your fellow students or the 
University?
233.Bertha: The most important thing is that the tuition fee should not be that 
expensive. Emmm... maybe the course co-ordinator should be more careful, take 
my friend’s experience in accounting as an example.
234.Interviewer: Do you think that co-ordinators can help out in your study?
235.Bertha: Emmm... I reported on my friend’s comment, that she did not understand 
the tutor’s presentation. She expressed that the tutor did not present clearly 
enough. It was the whole class’ feeling. I suggested her to write a letter and asked 
the class to sign it up to reflect their feelings. She also could not receive all the 
materials or mails from OU. It might be the administrative team’s work. It would 
hinder our study. So, now when I receive mails from OU, I will inform her. Oh 
yes, last time, she did not receive the notice on the location of centre where she 
attended exam. She said that she would wait. However, I had received my notice 
5 weeks already. So it turned out that she asked the University. I think the 
administration team was a bit careless. Mmm... my friend expressed that the 
notes and tutorial of accounting were not clear enough. I did not find any 
problem in the courses that I had taken.
236.1nterviewer: Anything to add?
237.Bertha: I expressed what I wanted to. I did not know where to express the 
complaints that mentioned. I did not know who will take care of these issues. 
Maybe you will not handle it as well.
238.Interviewer: I will not handle it initially.
239.Bertha: Anyway, I expressed already. I have done my part.
240.Interviewer: But after each course, you have to complete some evaluation form.
241.Bertha: I am very straight forward. I would tell the truth. I did not know what my 
friend has put. However, it is not the first year to run the accounting course. I am 
unhappy that there are still some bad comments after running for a few years. It 
is difficult to talk about British and American styles in the same sets of course 
materials. It would confuse people. It is not good. Maybe the tutor was a new one.
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Maybe the specimen was a newly developed one. I did not know how others’ 
would comment on these cases.
242.Interviewer: The tutor quality has to be maintained.
243.Bertha: I would say the quality is of various levels because of individual different. 
I did not expect that all tutors are excellent. I hope that I would not go into those 
classes. I asked my friend about the name of the tutor (sir), so that I would not 
choose his class. My friend said that they would not tell you when you choose 
time for tutorials.
244. Interviewer: Are there anything you can do if you find your tutor is not helpful?
245.Bertha: I don’t know. I just hope that I would not be allocated to that class. We 
have to write to the University when you want to change tutorial sessions. Except 
that you have time crash that you cannot foresee, otherwise, it is not easy to 
change.
246.Interviewer: Do you have any other points to be added?
247.Bertha: No.
248.Interviewer: Thank you for the interview.
249.Bertha: You have finished the questions.
250.Interviewer: Yes. You want to talk more?
251.Bertha: No, I don’t want to be late for tutorial to upset my tutor (sir).
252.1nterviewer: Oh, you are a good student. Thank you.
253.Bertha: You are welcome.
First follow up: June 2000
254.1nterviewer: I would like to discuss two issues with you. One is your exam 
results. Another is your current study. May I know you exam results?
255.Bertha: I am very satisfied with one subject, the computing course. I scored more 
than 90. For Business communication, I think I just have a bare pass. I don’t 
know the passing mark by the way.
256.Bertha: I don’t know if I granted a distinction. When I was young, I was anxious 
if I could have a distinction. Now I concern if I can learn what I want. My target 
is lowered.
257.1nterviewer: I don’t agree. I see that one knows what study means. Many Hong 
Kong students study for marks.
258.Bertha: Maybe nowadays, I do not have time to bother the mark gained if 
deserves a distinction. I focus on if I have paid all effort and the results are not 
too bad. I continue to take courses which do not allow me much time for thinking 
that much.
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Current courses
259.1nterviewer: What courses are you taking?
260.Bertha: An accounting course and a financial management course
261.Interviewer: How are you doing in the courses?
262.Bertha: I am fine. My mind is being occupied by TMAs to be handed in soon.
A financial management course
263.Interviewer: Let’s talk each subject separately.
264.Bertha: Let’s first talk about [the financial management course]. I think the 
administration arrangement of the University is not that good. We always do not 
have enough seats. Many students have to get our own chair.
265.Interviewer: How many are there in the class?
266.Bertha: 30 something.
267.Interviewer: The attendance rate seems quite good. How do you feel since the 
start of the course?
268.Bertha: I think that this is another issue that the arrangement needed to be 
mentioned. There is a practice that when students do not have questions or 
special issues for discussion, tutors started to do mock assignments. They are not 
exactly the same assignment requirements, but the formats of the questions are 
very similar to the TMA questions. For example, changing of figures, revising of 
items, for students who are not that hardworking will find this practice very 
helpful. They can follow the steps that discussed and shown in tutorial. They only 
need to change the figures according to the TMA guides. I don’t think this is a 
good practice. We will not leam. It gives me a feeling that people study is for 
scoring marks. I am not sure if this is due to the decreasing of passing rate.
269.Bertha: I suppose that it is our responsibility to study. I am not saying that the 
tutor is wrong. Maybe there are many students need this kind of support. But the 
support should not be concentrated on how to help students scoring marks. I 
don’t know how to say.
An accounting course
270.Bertha: [Hahaha, snigger] The accounting course is worse. When students do not 
have questions or issues to raise, the tutor discusses with the class about the TMA 
directly, not even changing figures. So students just need to copy the draft that 
made in the tutorials and hand in to the tutor. I wondered if the standard of the 
OU students is such so low. I query that if the passing rate is so low which 
discourages students to apply for the course. In order to push up the passing rate,
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to attract more students, tutors make use of every way to help students to score 
higher in TMAs. However, students might not be able to handle tasks in another 
contexts. It is a serious issue that students will be able to apply what have learnt. 
Maybe I have bias.
271.Interviewer: Everyone has his/her own view. To you, taking courses is to leam 
while others want to score marks. They are two different views. It depends on 
individuals’ views on what learning is.
272.Bertha: I am not sure if my view is correct. When you are ageing, you might 
think differently. I prepared for the tutorials. I have done the TMAs in advance. I 
did not expect that the first tutorials were to counter check the TMA done.
273.Interviewer: The consultation papers of educational reform released recently, 
talking about ways of learning and how students should perform to face the new 
century. The tutorial styles you mentioned do not match with what proposed in 
the consultation papers.
274.Bertha: I think when there are chances, please reflect to the University.
275.Interviewer: How about the class learning atmosphere?
276.Bertha: Discussed the TMAs. Most of the time, the tutors (both sir) show us the 
steps to be followed. I am not saying that the tutorials are not helpful. I leam 
through the processes of demonstration. When the tutors present the steps, some 
students still do not understand. They ask questions. Then the tutors explain and 
go on to next steps or another problem. I don’t know if this is the prevailing 
practice of plenty subjects. The tutorial sessions were conducted similarly in the 
computing course I took earlier. The tutor told you how to deal with TMA 
questions.
277.Interviewer: I talked with another student earlier. He/she mentioned that they 
have hands-on practice after the tutor presented theories. Students have to deal 
with their own assignments.
278.Bertha: I also had hand-on practice. However, the tutor discussed assignments 
with us when time was available. I think the tutorial styles various a lot. I have a 
friend who is studying computing. He/she has attended the fifth session of 
tutorial. He/she mentioned that they have not had any hands-on practice yet. I 
think that it is a bit strange for not having any hands-on practice up to this 
moment. I think one cannot leam without hands-on practice in computing course. 
Exam has to be taken after 2 or 3 tutorials. I suggested him/her either to discuss 
with the tutor or make complain to the University.
279.1nterviewer: You can check from the prospectus if the mentioned presentation 
style has been arranged for the course. Have you discussed with your tutors about 
the issue?
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280.Bertha: It is difficult for me to speak up in class on this issue. In fact, the 
majority might be very happy about the current practice. Maybe many students 
need these styles of support. So I practice my own way. I do the assignments in 
advance. Then I can check if my steps and answers are correct. I am very relaxed 
and secured to hand in my assignments.
281.Interviewer: So you know your questions are handled properly. It will increase 
you confidence in passing the TMAs.
282.Bertha: I am thinking the future of those students. They might be granted a 
qualification or a degree. However, when their employers observe that their 
working performance do not match with the qualification, they might query the 
standard or quality of the OU qualifications. Employers might also wonder if the 
graduates got the degree just by paying tuition fee. I am not saying anything 
against the tutors’ style of conducting tutorials. They might just want to help the 
students. I just thinking of the future and the consequences of learning in such 
way.
283.Interviewer: Taking your role in your company, you might value the practical 
skills rather than a certificate. However, for some students, they might think 
differently. What about your own style?
284.Bertha: I always preview for tutorials.
285.Interviewer: Any other students doing similar thing like you?
286.Bertha: From the questions asked by a few students, I could tell if they want to 
know how to deal with assignments or to understand concepts.
287.Interviewer: Are there any chances for whole class or group discussion?
288.Bertha: Absolutely not. The tutors present most of the time. Only a few students 
ask questions.
289.Interviewer: What are the foci of the questions?
290.Bertha: A number of them are assignment related. Only a few ask about course 
contents. I believe that they have previewed for tutorials.
291.Interviewer: Well, as you said earlier, they might also have a sense of security 
which ensure that their ways of tackling assignments are correct. They are more 
relaxed.
292.Bertha: [Hahahaha] Yes, when we find the approaches of tackling assignments 
are wrong, we can try another way.
293.Interviewer: Would you continue to stay in the same tutorial groups?
294.Bertha: I have not thought of changing groups. I am not that disapprove of the 
tutors’ style. So far, I am quite lucky that I have not met any tutors whom are too 
bad. They only conduct tutorials in different ways.
295.Interviewer: It is very different from what I have obseived in [the business
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communication].
296.Bertha: Yes, very different. Trudy is the one who follows the instruction of OU 
requirements. I cannot blame the tutors. You know, sometimes the participation 
rate is very low. After the tutor asking a question, usually there will not be any 
quick responses. Then the classroom will be deadly quiet for some time. 
Everyone is bored. Time is wasted. It is an alternative of tutors to discuss 
assignments with students. The style meets the demands of a number of students.
297.1nterviewer: Would you be absent from tutorials?
298.Bertha: No, I have not thought of not attending tutorials. The tuition fees are so 
expensive. [Hahahaha] I ask questions in every tutorial. I must have something to 
ask. I don’t like calling tutors even sessions for telephone tutoring are allocated. I 
jot notes and put my questions together and ask in tutorials. I will not be absent 
as I want to ask questions. I am quite initiated in raising questions. In addition, 
the tuition fees are so expensive. I don’t want to waste my money. I can also 
check my approach to the assignments.
299.Interviewer: Have any of your course mates expressed directly or indirectly that 
your questions help them to understand the course contents or assignments?
300.Bertha: Once a while we could chat briefly. Some of my questions asked are 
what they want to ask as well. Some students might then follow to ask questions 
around the topics. Some time was dedicated to dealing of assignments. There is 
some sort of whole class discussion.
301.Interviewer: Could you give a percentage of the time that used to present TMA 
and answer questions?
302.Bertha: Emmm, the financial management course, it quite depends on if students 
have questions. Time for discussing assignments would be around one-third to 
half of the tutorials. Usually, the tutor first briefly presents which parts of the 
contents have to be covered, which parts can be skipped. Then reminds us 
formulae or contents which must be remembered solidly. Then time will be 
dedicated to discuss mock assignments.
303.Bertha: For the accounting, usually half of the tutorial sessions are dedicated for 
discussing assignments. The sampler assignments are very similar to those of 
assignments which only the figures changed.
304.1nterviewer: It seems that the whole class tackles the assignments together.
305.Bertha: More or less the same. However, the tutor will not discuss the whole 
assignment guides. He will discuss those he perceived as more difficult. The 
whole class then jot notes throughout the discussion. He will save some parts for 
us to try on our own. He will try to finish to cover all questions in the same 
assignment. For example, if there are 4 questions in an assignment, he covers all
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4. The financial management course bears 5 credits. I have to take exam in 
August. The accounting course carries 10 credits. In average, I attend tutorials of 
the accounting course once a month.
306.1nterviewer: Do you think that the total tutorial sessions of the accounting course 
are enough?
307.Bertha: To me, it is OK. There are many surgeries.
308.Interviewer: Have you attended any sessions of surgeries?
309.Bertha: I have not attended any. I am lazy in this case.
310.Interviewer: Would there be any lose if you do not attend?
311.Bertha: I don’t think I will lose anything as I can understand the course contents 
through attending tutorials and reading on my own.
312.Interviewer: What will be done in surgeries?
313.Bertha: I heard that you can ask questions in the surgeries. You can attend 
voluntarily. You can come and go freely. They are not classes. However, I have 
not attended any therefore I cannot tell you what exactly done. Anyway, I know 
that they are not for tutor presentation.
314.Interviewer: If the tutorials are conducted as instructed by the University in 
which students ask questions for clarification, the function of tutorials and 
surgeries would be the same.
315.Bertha: I think so. I think the purpose of surgeries is a supplementary for tutorials. 
You might not be able to understand all the course contents after discussing in 
class. If you regard that attending tutorials is not enough, you can go to surgeries. 
Maybe you have missed a tutorial, you can go to the surgery to make it up. I 
know that not all subjects provide surgery support. I think those subjects involve 
a lot of calculation and numbering provide surgery support. In addition, they are 
10-credit courses. There are a lot of surgery sections which I can tell from the list 
provided although I have not attended any. I think tutors rotate to provide support 
for students in different sessions. If only one tutor has to provide the support, he 
or she will be exhausted.
316.Interviewer: Only tutors support the surgery?
317.Bertha: I think co-ordinators are too busy to do so. They are busy at preparing 
course materials, exam papers or related materials. Maybe they have to read a lot 
of books and materials to provide most up-to-date information.
318.Interviewer: I know that they have to perform duties that you mentioned. 
However, I am not sure if they would provide frontline support.
319.Bertha: I have one more point to make. This year, the TMA guides of the 
financial management course only mailed to us one by one, about 3 weeks before 
the deadline. It is different from the usual practice that I experienced in other
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courses taken. Previously, TMA guidelines were given together with the course 
materials. You know. I prefer to start and finish assignments as early as possible. 
However, the current practice only allows me to deal with assignments within the 
3-week schedule. It is different from the past that I could deal with assignments 
at any time I wished.
320.Interviewer: I don’t know the arrangement.
321.Bertha: I do not have any opinions towards the new practice. I mentioned as the 
topic arose naturally.
322.Interviewer: So far, I regard you as a hardworking student.
323.Bertha: No, no. I am just afraid of failing or not able to hand in assignments on or 
before deadlines. I am not hardworking.
324.1nterviewer: Have you had any chances to discuss with your course mates before 
or after tutorials?
325.Bertha: No. The tutor (sir) told us that each tutorial is lengthened by half an hour. 
Some past students complained that the course was too short, only last for a 
semester. There is so much to be learned and remembered. It is half-past nine 
when tutorials are over. It is quite late already. I usually leave very quickly. I do 
not have time to discuss or chat with other students. When I studied [the business 
communication], I might have some time to discuss and chat with other students.
326.Interviewer: Do you have any chances to form a study group? Or 2 in a group 
formed informally?
327.Bertha: No, no.
328.Interviewer: You have a friend studying at OU too.
329.Bertha: Yes. In this semester, she takes a computing course and a management 
course. Initially, I persuaded her to join me with the same courses. After all, she 
took the computing course instead. Well, everyone should have his/her own path.
330.Interviewer: You two don’t have chances to discuss course matters.
331.Bertha: When we chat, we talk about school policy. I don’t know why. So far, I 
do not have any complaints. However, she has not been so lucky. For the 
accounting course, she said that the tutor did not present clearly enough. For the 
computing course, she complained that she did not have any hands on practice. 
For the management course, she said that she could not understand the tutor’s (sir) 
presentation.
332.1nterviewer: Why?
333.Bertha: I don’t know. I can’t tell. I always suggest her to take action but not 
sitting there doing nothing. Maybe she could report to the University or change 
to another tutorial group. If many students expressed similar observations, it 
could be the tutor’s problem. Maybe she could discuss with the tutor (sir). She
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only complained but did not take any action.
334.Interviewer: Maybe she only needs a pair of listening ears.
335.Bertha: [Snigger] I don’t know. That’s why I am so happy to know you. I can tell 
you the not very good things that we observed. When you have chances, you can 
reflect our views to the tutors or the University.
336.1nterviewer: I can only lend you a pair of ears. I don’t know any tutors. I know 
some co-ordinators. I think I can reflect your points in the report. I don’t know if 
the University will consider and change any policy. You know, there are a lot of 
co-ordinators. Each could have different views. They also might get different 
feedback from students. I can’t help in this stage.
337.Bertha: I think it is good enough. For the issues I discussed with you earlier on 
dealing assignments in tutorials sessions. I am not saying the tutors are wrong as 
there are students who really need support in that way. The only way I can do is 
to practice my own ways: to preview and deal with assignments before tutorials. I 
just wonder why there is a change of policy when compare with the courses I 
have taken. When I studied [the mathematics course], the tutor said that he would 
not talk about assignments, even when students called him in the evenings. I 
think he is right to do so.
338.Interviewer: Each one has/his her own style.
339.Bertha: I maybe affected by the early experience. I would think that the 
prevailing practice is the most proper way. I consider the usual practice is correct. 
The tutor of [the mathematics course] said that he would not discuss any parts of 
assignments. Students could write up questions to ask. He would answer. 
However, he would not answer questions directly related to assignments.
340.Interviewer: Maybe on the contrary, he would receive some complaints of not 
helping tutees to solve problems in assignments.
341.Bertha: Oh, it could be. It is not a big issue that the tutors discuss assignments 
with us. I can leam something anyway. I can continue my way to study.
342.Interviewer: I think you perceive you can leam is important.
343.Bertha: When my answers or steps match with the tutors, it means that I really 
understand and absorb the course contents. If my steps or answers do not match, I 
would be happy to know that I was wrong. I can leam from the tutors’ examples.
344.1nterviewer: It seems to me that you view things in a positive way. Firstly, you 
can find ways to continue your study with whatever tutors’ presentation styles. 
Secondly, you seek chances to discover how you can be benefited under different 
tutor styles.
345.Bertha: I think we should be like that. My friend who only complained, is very 
poor. I realise that she is losing mood in the study. She is poor. I told her very
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frankly that she might drop out one day if the case persisted.
346.1nterviewer: I think it is a pity to drop out. Once she had much enthusiasm and 
prepared to devote time on the study. However, it was hindered by not voicing 
out her needs which could be dealt with. It is just a kind of lack of 
communication or mutual understanding. I think it is a waste. I am worried about 
her. You said that she has lost her mood in studying and previewing. I think you 
can share with her more.
347.Bertha: Hahahaha. [Show no alternative]
Evaluating progress
348.Interviewer: How do you evaluate your study habits, study skills, progress, new 
strategies, time management? Have you made any progress in your study skills or 
styles recently?
349.Bertha: Same as before, I study every evening, usually an hour to one and a-half 
hour for each subject.
350.Interviewer: You are much hardworking than I. However, I would regret when I 
have not studied.
3 51. Bertha: Oh yes, I hate myself if I do not study that evening.
352.1nterviewer: I should have had interviewed you in May. However, I considered 
that you might not have much to tell as you were fresh to the courses. In 
mid-May, I considered that you have not handed in the first assignments. In early 
June, I think you might not have any comments of the assignments handed in. I 
postponed the dates until this day.
353.Bertha: Oh, that’s true that you thought in that way. You are not that lazy. You 
have your procedures.
354.1nterviewer: See, you really see things in very positive ways. You flattered me, 
saying that I had my procedures.
355.Bertha: You have been studying a lot. You can have excuses to be a bit lazy.
356.Interviewer: Are you satisfied with your progress?
357.Bertha: You mean the two subjects. I can’t tell as I have not received feedback of 
my first assignments. I think they are OK as both of them were discussed in good 
detail.
358.Interviewer: Have you had any new strategies for studying?
359.Bertha: I don’t have any. Do you have some?
360.1nterviewer: I don’t have any as well. Now, I bring along some pages of literature 
with me. When I am waiting for people or travelling in any transportation, I flap 
through some pages. I feel a bit comfortable and satisfied.
361.Bertha: I thought of doing the same. I planned to recall or recite formulae in the
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accounting courses. There are a lot of them. However, I usually close my eyes for 
resting when I can have a seat on the transport. In fact, I usually can have a seat.
362.Interviewer: Have you typed the formulae and kept them as notes for you to 
study whenever you like?
363.Bertha: I put in handwriting. Those formulae, for example, liquidity ratio, total 
asset, total liability, are very difficult to present in computing process form. It is 
much quicker for me to write. I don’t want to waste the time on typing, 
proofreading and printing out. I prefer to put in handwriting. I have a sheet that 
all formulae are written. I don’t need to bring along with the heavy books around.
364.1nterviewer: I will feel more comfortable psychologically as I tell myself that I 
have read some pages while waiting for people.
365.Bertha: Oh yes. [Chuckle] I have made full use of time.
366.1nterviewer: It seems that your time manage goes well. You can study two or 
three hours each evening.
367.Bertha: Yes, it is fine until this moment.
368.Interviewer: Do you need to go for work trip?
369.Bertha: No, I went once last year which was a very exceptional case.
370.Interviewer: You are lucky. I know some students have to go for business trips 
quite often. Say, they need to go to the Mainland China quite often. Some might 
need to go overseas.
371.Bertha: I agree in this case that tutors should help them out in doing assignments. 
They have to meet the deadlines of assignments. Only one delaying is allowed. 
Lapses of time on business trips cannot be accounted for delaying. I think people 
who need to go on business trips or very busy at work are very stressful.
372.Interviewer: You are very considering.
373.Bertha: I think I am just lucky that I am not that busy. I have to admit the fact.
374.1nterviewer: Do you have anything to say about your study in these two months?
375.Bertha: No, I think I am so far so good.
376.Interviewer: We have discussed for about 45 minutes.
377.Bertha: Wow, I waste much of your time.
378.Interviewer: No, this evening, I am very productive. OK, thank you for the 
sharing. Good night.
379.Bertha: Not at all, just for chatting. Good night.
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